























““ He knew that he was looking upon the most beautiful woman he
had ever met.”

*Tue Leacue or TweLve.” (CuarTER 1)
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THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

CHAPTER I

Trar fascinating but little-known town of
Great Brackford was all agog with excitement.
And yet it was not the time of the Assizes,
nor was it market-day ; it was not even Petty
Sessions, Mayor’s Court, or Bank Holiday.
The marriage of Alderman Gustave’s daughter,
to the eldest son of Mr. Councillor Crimp,
baker, had certainly taken place that morning,
but it must be confessed that the furore in
question was not to be in any way attributed
to that momentous event. There had also
been a small fire on the outskirts of the town,
in which a drunken farm-labourer had come
within an ace of losing his life, but Mr. Hidd,
the chemist, who had been twice Mayor, and
who,8%0 far as gossip was concerned, was as
well informed as his neighbours, would promptly
have told you that the conflagration to which

I have referred was, so far as the present
A
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situation was concerned, of no account what-
soever.

But when old Mrs. Gabbage, who keeps the
sweetstuff-shop at the corner of the High
Street, than whom there i1s no one keener on
imparting news, went so far out of her way as
to leave her shop on a Saturday afternoon in
order to call upon Mr. Williams, head of the
firm of Williams and Tomkins, grocers and tea
merchants, five doors away, it became quite
evident that the news, whatever it might be,
was of more than usual irnportance.

“Good afternoon to ’ee, Mrs. Gabbage,” said
the worthy grocer and Mayor of the town as,
attired in his white apron and with shirt-
sleeves rolled above the elbow, he filled the
doorway of his shop. ‘A fine day for the time
of year.’

‘A fine day indeed,’ the lady replied.

Having answered his assurance that the
weather was all that it should be, and having
found that he had no complaint to make against
the Clerk who is popularly supposed to control
it, she cast furtive glances at him in the hope
of discovering whether he had already heard
the tidings she had come out of her way to
impart.

I have frequently observed that your true
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retailer of riews never makes the mistake of
beginning at the real point of interest. He
_prefers to lead up to it gradually, whetting his
audiences’ appetites with hints of the good
things that are to come.

‘Yes, yes, it’s wonderful weather for this
time of year; let’s hope it will hold out for
the Fair. A wet Fair is no Fair, as they say,
and I am sure I can well believe it. I am no
holder with Fairs myself, though I am sure
we all want something to cheer us up.” She
had passed the first stage, and was now
approaching the second. ‘I am sure I don’t
know when trade has been so slack. If there
were a few more rich folk about, it would be
better for the town.’

She threw another furtive glance at his
worship’s face. That roseate countenance,
however, was as expressionless as one of his
own cheeses. If he had heard the news, it
had evidently made no impression upon him.
The gleam in her eyes was sufficient evidence
of her satisfaction. She was now at liberty to
come to her third, and last, point.

“T'o my thinking,’ she continued, ¢there is
nothing so good for a town as the houses of
a few big gentlefolk.’

‘I’'m of the same way of thinking,’ said the
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worthy Mayor. ‘It’s a pity we are not better
blessed in that direction.’ \

At that moment young Mr. Migson, the
saddler from across the street, left his shop
and joined them. Kxperience had probably
taught him that, when the lady deserted her
counter on a Saturday afternoon, just at the
time when the school children had their pennies
to spend, there was something more than ordi-
nary in the wind. They exchanged courtesies,
after which the lady returned to the subject
she had been exploiting with so much ingenuity.
She could have wished that Mr. Migson had
heard her prologue, but since he had not, she
was not prepared to postpone the climax any
longer.

¢ Mr. Williams,” she said, ‘I’ve got a piece
of news for you. And it concerns what we’ve
just been talking about.’

‘Does it now?’ said the gentleman she
addressed. ‘And may I be so bold as to ask
what your news is?’

She folded her arms, and gazed at him
triumphantly through her spectacles.

¢What would you say,” she began, ¢if I*Wwere
to tell you that the Castle is let ?’

She threw her funny little head upon one
gside, and glanced at his worship the Mayor, as
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much as to say: ‘What do you think of that
for a piece of news now ?’

The chief magistrate, however, only rolled
his head, until his checks shook like blane-.
mange.

‘I could have told you that this morning,’
he said, with a sly chuckle. ‘I had a twenty-
pound order from the new housekeeper, so it is
likely that I should know something about it.’

The poor lady could scarcely conceal her
humiliation—or her disappointment. I don’t
think she knew until that moment how
intensely she disliked the man before.

¢What’s more,” said Mr. Migson, ‘I have
had instructions by this morning’s post to fit
out the stables with all the necessaries, and
there’s no saying but that that will run into a
pretty penny. The new tenant intends to do
it well, and no mistake about it, for all he’s a
foreigner.’

‘I don’t hold with foreigners myself,” inter-
posed the lady snappishly.

‘You would if you had a twenty-pound
order from them,’ retorted his worship. ‘As
long as I knew that the money was good, I'd
serve a heathen Turk, let alone a Frenchrran.
Bless my soul, where’d we be if it weren’t for
our trade with foreign nations ?’
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The worthy grocer made this observation
.with such a magisterial air that the lady of
the sweet-shop was too much impressed to be
able to reply. She accordingly bade the two
gentlemen farewell, and returned to her own
place of business. To soothe her ruffied feel--
ings, on arrival there she administered to her.
assistant such a lecture on the sins of over-
inquisitiveness and gossip as sufficed to put
that poor young person into such a fit of
nervousness that for a time she could scarcely
tell the difference between butter-scotch and
- chocolate-cream. Unfortunately for the moral,
however, she desired to instil, she had scarcely
reached the end of her harangue before the
sound of horse-hoofs in the street outside
attracted her attention. A tall young man,
mounted on a sporting-looking cob, had pulled.
up beside the pavement, and was in the act of
dismounting. Moreover, his action was being
watched by three small children with the
deepest interest. When he had alighted he
attached hisreins to the bridle-post—for Great
Brackford was conservative enough to have
retained this useful article—and then entered
the shop, followed by the youngsters. He
was a tall, pleasant-looking young fellow, and,
as Miss Cratchley, who played the organ in
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the village church and who wrote milk-and-
water poetry for the Brackford Guardian, was
wont to declare, ‘he was a typical Englishman.’
If a typical Englishman should stand six feet
two in his stockings, should possess a pair of
shoulders that made you think you would
rather be friends with him than fight him, and
honest blue eyes that looked into yours at all
times without wavering, then he was certainly
what she described him to be. If conspicuous
mental qualifications are required, I am not
quite so sure that he would be able to fill
the bill; on the other hand—and what he
would have considered a good deal more to the
point—he was an undeniable horseman, a first-
class shot, and one of the best judges of cattle
in the county. In the days of his prosperity,
that is to say, before his father invested the
whole of his fortune in a mine with a high-
sounding title and a marvellous prospectus
situated in South Ainerica, and in so doing lost
his all, some one had advised young Jack Trow-
bridge to try for Parliament, at the same time
assuring him that he would certainly be elected
if “ne would consent to stand for his native
town.

‘Great Scott !’ was his remark. ¢ And what
should I do if I got to Westminster? I should
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never make a speech, and as for understanding
all the bills and things they talk about, why,
I should know as much about it as I do of
Egyptian hieroglyphics !’

In consequence he had done nothing, but
had lived on at Great Brackford, first at his
old home, Streffon Castle, and, when he could
no longer afford to keep the place up, in a
small house, half villa, half farm, a mile or so
nearer the town. His mother and father being
both dead, his sister Dorothea, generally
known as Dot, kept house for him, and, from
personal experience, I am in a position to avow
that a more comfortable abiding-place than
theirs was not to be found from Land’s End
to John o’ Groat’s. Between them they pos-
sessed exactly two thousand pounds a year,
which was now about to be materially added
to, since a tenant had been secured for the
Castle. Small wonder was it, therefore, that
Jack Trowbridge thought himself entitled to
stand treat to the children who had followed
him into the shop.

‘GGood afternoon, Mr. Jack,’ said the lady of
the shop, sweeping the spotless counter with
her apron as she spoke. ‘I thought you must
be away, as I haven’t seen you for this week
past.’
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‘Not a bit of it,’ the young man replied.
“I’ve been too busy to get away.’

The old lady knew this, and her object in
remarking upon his absence had only been to
draw the young man on. If he had not spoken
to any one else in the town she might be
even with his worship the Mayor after all.
To have heard all about it from the young
squire’s lips would be to place herself in an
unassailable position. She shook her head
gravely.

¢Ah, sir,) she said, ‘you must not work too
hard. But, there, I suppose the lettin’ of
a big place like the Castle isn’'t to be done
in a day.’

“In these times there is very little that can
be done in a day,” the other replied, ‘unless it
is breaking your neck hunting, or something
of that sort.’

‘Lor’ bless my soul, sir, you shouldn’t talk
like that,’” said the old lady. Then, having no
intention of letting him slip, she continued :
¢ Especially when you’re going to make such a
mint of money, as they do say as you 've let the
Casfle for.

She watched him out of the corner of her
eye in the hopes that he would commit himself.
He was too sharp to do so, however. ‘
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‘I’'m glad they think I’m making a good
thing out of it,” he answered. ‘But what am
I doing? I’'m forcretting my hospitality to
these young people.’

So saying he turned to the children, who
were staring at the bottles upon the shelves
and counter with impatient eyes, and invited
them to name their fancies.  Their wants
having been more than satisfied, they left the
shop, and he prepared to follow suit. The old
lady, however, had even now not given up all
hopes. She could see that there was not much
time left to her; she therefore resolved to
make the most of it. She felt that it would be
too bad altogether to let such an opportunity
slip.

‘You’ll excuse the liberty I'm taking, sir,’
she said, ‘but I heard this morning as how
‘twas a foreign gentleman as you have let the
Castle to. Might I be so bold as to ask if that
is right 2’

‘You may ask if you like,” the other replied,
‘but whether or not I can give you a definite
answer i8 quite another matter. Monsieur
d’Alvaro, T am given to understand, "i5 of
Franco-Portuguese-Spanish extraction on his
father’s side. His mother was a Pole, and he
himself has passed the greater part of his life
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in South America. I am afraid, therefore, you
will find it rather a difficult matter to describe
his nationality.’

Mrs. Gabbage remarked that she certainly
would, and, when he had paid for the sweets
he had purchased, he bade her good afternoon
and left the shop, rather pleased with himself
upon the manner in which he had battled with
her curiosity. He was not aware, that, after
he had mounted his horse, she once more
warned her agsistant against the great sin of
over-curiosity.

As the young squire, for by this title he was
known throughout the district, rode slowly
down the street, caps were touched to him on
every side, but folk missed his customary
cheery greetlng It was not often that he was
in a very serious mood, but, strange to say,
that was his condition on this particular after-
noon. The truth was that, while he was glad
to have let the Castle to a good tenant, and
by no means sorry to have added a thousand
pounds a year to his income, he did not
altogether like the idea of strangers occupying
the %ouse that had been the home of his fore-
fathers for so many generations.

‘It’s a strange thing,” he said to himself,
‘but I never knew how fond I was of the



12 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

place until I came to leb it. If only the poor
old governor had not thrown his money away
in that rascally mine, Dot and I might be there
now. However, it’s no good crying over spilt .
milk. We are happy enough as it is, and I
suppose we ought to think ourselves lucky to
have the mother’s money if not the other.’

Being something of a philosopher in his way
he did not allow himself to be long disturbed
by these dreary reflections, but, remembering
that he had promised to endeavour to obtain
a new book for his sister at the railway station,
he touched up his horse and rode thither at an
increased speed.

Now, as all the world knows, or should know,
the station at Great Brackford has the mis-
fortune to be situated a mile or so outside the
town. As the inhabitants, however, would
probably inform you, Great Brackford was a
town long before railways were invented, and
that the railway came to it, and not it to the
railway. As a matter of fact, however, the
only people who did not grumble at the dis-
tance of the station from the town were the
cabmen, and T have heard it said, with what
truth I know not, that they earned more
money over that mile in two days than they
did in the town in the other five. Be that



THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 13

as it may, however, it has nothing to do with
John Trowbridge’s visit that afternoon.

On reaching the station he dismounted and
placed the reins of his horse in the hand of a
sleepy-looking individual in porter’s uniform,
and strolled on to the platform. It was a
lovely afternoon, and one on which it was very
pleasant to be abroad. The long metals stretch-
ing away to right and left shone like bars of:
silver in the sunlight, while the wealth of
flowers in the stationmaster’s garden across the
track made up a show of colour that almost
dazzled the eye. Nodding to the station-
master he made his way to the bookstall and
made inquiries concerning the book he had
been instructed to procure. He purchased
it and paid for it, slipped it into his pocket,
and was about to proceed towards the main
entrance when he encountered an old friend
named Beverill, the M.F.H. of the district.

‘Hullo, Jack, old man!’ said the latter,
holding out his hand to the other; ‘you’re the
very man I wanted to see. They tell me you
have let the Castle. Who’s the new tenant ?
‘What sort of fellow is he, and does he hunt ?’

‘One question at a time, my dear fellow,’
said Trowbridge; ‘you want too much for
your money. At the present I can tell you
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nothing about my new tenant, except that his
name is IYAlvaro; that he has plenty of
money ; and that he hails from South America
—Brazil, I believe. So far, I haven’t set eyes
on him, but the people who have worked the
business for me describe him as being very
agreeable and the sort of man who is likely to
make a good tenant. More than that I dare
not hope for.’

‘It sounds all right,’ returned the other.
¢ Let us trust he will turn out all your fancy
paints. Is he a married man ?’

‘That again is more than I can tell you,’
said Trowbridge. ¢The Castle would be a
lonely sort of barrack for a bachelor. How-
ever, as he is to take possession to-day or to-
morrow, I dare say we shall soon know all
about him. He may be there now for all I
know to the contrary.’

After that the conversation between the two
men drifted to matfers of more immediate
interest—the chit-chat of the neighbourhood,
a new horse which the M.F.H. had heard of
during the previous week, and the prospects of
the approaching shooting season. Aftér they
had been talking some little time it struck
Jack to ask his friend the reason for his presence
at the station.



THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 15

‘T have come to meet the wife,” the other
replied. ‘She’s been up in town shopping, ¢
spending a lot of money, I expect, that would
have been better laid out on horses, and
generally enjoying herself. I said I’d drive
in to meet her, hence my presence here.
You’d better stay and keep me company, and
I'll drop you on the way home.”.

‘Thanks very much,” said Jack, ‘but I’ve
got the cob outside. Nevertheless, 1’1l stay
and see Mrs. Beverill with pleasure. We
haven’t met since the Colebridge’s garden-party.
How long is it before the express is due ?’

¢She should be in in a few minutes,” returned
the other. ¢What do you say to a stroll up .
the platform and back before she puts in an
appearance ?’

Jack agreed, and for upwards of five minutes
they paced up and down with the regularity of
a soldier on sentry-go. - Then the warning
bell sounded in the signal-box at the end of
the platform, announcing that the train had
passed through the last station before Great
Brackford.

¢Shie won’t be long now, said Beverill,
throwing away his cigar. ‘Let’s hope the
missus is not going to fill up the dogcart with
parcels.’
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‘ The penalty of being a married man,” said
Trowbridge, with a laugh. ‘If you must
marry the prettiest woman in the county you
should be prepared to pay something for the
privilege.’

‘Privilege be hanged!’ the other replied.
“You do not know what it is to have a bonnet-
box between your feet which you are not to
tread upon on pain of instant death, a parcel
about three feet long and weighing about
a dozen pounds propped against the splash-
board, half a sack of toys for the kids under
the seat, and your groom -clutching a toy
elephant nearly as big as the genuine article
behind. You’ll meet your fate before long,
my dear Jack, and when you do, think of what
I am saying to you now.’

‘When I do, I promise you I’ll do that,’
Jack replied. ‘The sort of lady, however,
that I am in search of has not yet come in
sight. When she does I’ll let you know.’

‘Let’s hope that she will be somewhat
different to poor old Dick Thornton’s wife, who
searcely knows a horse from a camel, and who
boasts that she has never sat in a saddlein her
life. A woman like that would drive me to
my grave in a month.’

‘You should have married a blue-stocking,
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Senior Wrangler, or something of that, then
you would have been compelled to sell the
kennels and the gees, and endow a college
with the proceeds.’

‘Endow a lunatic asylum, you mean! But,
steady, here is the train.’

As he spoke the train came into view with
all the importance of an express that only
stopped three times all the way out from
London. With much grunting of brakes it
drew up at the platform, and Beverill went
off in search of his wife. Trowbridge strolled
leisurely after him, scanning the faces of the
different passengers as he went. Half-way along
the train he came upon a reserved carriage
from which a lady and gentleman were in
the act of alighting.  Without paying very
much attention to the man, who was standing
upon the footboard, he noticed that he was
tall, and also that he was the possessor of a
close-clipped black beard.s Taken altogether,
he looked like a gentloman, though scarcely
English.  When he had alighted he turned to
give his hand to the lady. Trowbridge was
almosy immediately opposite the carriage at
the time and only a few feet from it. From
the man his glance turned to the lady, and
as it did so he knew that he was looking upon

B
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_the most beautiful woman he had ever met in
his life.

I endeavoured, only a few months ago, to
induce him to describe her to me as he saw
her then. He declared, however, that it would
be impossible for him to do so with any minute-
ness. I’ll set down his own words, and they
must speak for themselves.

‘From the glimpse I had of her,” he said,
‘I could not give you the faintest notion of
what she was like. All I do know 1s that I
was there and then struck all of a heap, as the
saying goes. I’ve seen lots of beautiful women
in my time, of course; this lady, however,
eclipsed all I had ever seen or dreamt of. She
merely looked at me, and, egad! the deed was
done. Fellows can laugh at love at first sight
as much as they please, I don’t mind admitting
that I’'ve done so myself; but if T didn’t fall
head over heels in love in that flash, you can
call me anything you please, and I’ll bear it
meekly.’

It i1s not often that you can get men to
commit themselves so completely, but I am
perfectly sure in this case that Jack.Trow-
bridge was in earnest. Why I am so assured,
you will know when you have read this story.

Having no excuse for loitering near the
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carriage, from which the man was now abstract-
ing some small luggage, which consisted of a
lady’s travelling-bag, what looked like a de-
spatch-box, and a roll of umbrellas, walking-
sticks, and parasols, Trowbridge strolled on
to grect Mrs. Beverill. '

‘What is the matter, old man?’ asked
Beverill, when Jack had shaken hands with
the lady. “You look as though you had had
a fright.’

*Not a bit of' it,” answered Trowbridge, ¢but
I know what I have seen, and that is the most
beautiful woman, saving your presence, Mrs.
Beverill, that ever sct foot on this earth.’

‘To use my husband’s favourite expression,
that’s rather a large order, isn't it?’ said the
lady, with a little laugh. *Who is she ?’

‘I haven’t the least idea,” Trowbridge re-
turned. But I must say that I should like
to find out. If they are going to stay in the
neighbourhood, however, we shall know every-
thing in good time, I have no doubt.’

He walked with his frieuds to the dogeart,
helped Mrs. Beverill to her seat, and assisted
in stbwing away the numerous packages,
against which the M.F.H. had uttered his-
anathemas. When they had driven off he
made his way to the spot where his horse was
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standing. He had rewarded the man who
had held him, and was about to mount, when
he espied, coming through the doorway of the
station, the lady and gentleman who had so
excited his curiosity. They entered a cab
together, and, having expressed their thanks
to the stationmaster, who had accompanied
them, drove off.

‘Perkins will doubtless be able to tell me
who they are,” said the young man to himself,
and walked towards the railway official.

“Who are those people, Perkins?’ Trow-
bridge inquired. ‘I don’t remember having
seen them before.”

‘I’'m surprised at that,” the stationmaster
replied.  ¢I thought probably you would have
known the gentleman.’

¢What made you think that ?’

‘Because he 1s your tenant, sir. He’s the
foreign gentleman who has taken the Castle.’

John Trowbridge, of the Croft, occupied
himself during the ride home that evening
with what he considered a very momentous
question.

‘If he’s D’Alvaro, who is she?’ he §aid to
himself. ‘His daughter or his wife?’
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CHAPTER 1II

I mave already given you my opinion of the
Croft, the residence of Jack Trowbridge and
his sister. I now repeat what I have said—
namely, that a more delightful little place
could not be discovered between Land’s End
and John o Groat’s, T am quite aware that
this is rather a big s-sertion to wake, never-
theless T utter it w:il: a due sense of the
responsibility atiached to it. It forms part
of the famous Trowbridge estate, and I am
inclined to believe that it was once used as
the Dower House of the family. It was not
as old as the Castle, and, of course, rot a
quarter the size; but for comfort there is,
to my thinking, no comparison between the
two. I will give you a deseription of the
Castle in due course; the Croft, however,
must’ come first.

When you leave Great Brackford behind
you, you proceed along the station highroad
—on this particular afternoon inches deep in
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white dust—and pass through the little village
of Melton-Deney. You will tind nothing of
very great interest there, unless you choose to
explore the old church, where lie some two or
three dozen Trowbridges, the earliest of whom
is represented in stone, his legs crossed and
his Crusader’s shield upon his breast. After
you have passed the church you cross the old
stone bridge, erected, so the inscription on one
of the buttresses tells you, in the year 1652,
by a certain Cuthbert Trowbridge, Baronet.
I am not well acquainted with the history of
the family, so T am not able to tell you why
the baronetcy lapsed; but, apart from this
stone, there is distinet evidence to prove that,
up to the end of the seventeenth century, the
title was enjoyed by the family. From the
bridge in question to the Croft it is something
like a mile and a half, and as pleasant going
for a footman, horseman, or cyclist—to say
nothing of the inevitable motor-car—as you
will find on any highroad in England. Here
you pass through a cutting with a wood on
either side, in which the pigeons coo and
the squirrels make merry through the long
summer’s day; after that comes an open
stretch of down, where the sward is so elastic
thut you feel as if you could walk upon it for
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ever without becoming tired; then the old
brick wall of my Lord Delavere’s park (which,
unfortunately for him, the road cuts in half),
the trees of which make a delightful avenue
in summer, but which render it very damp in
winter. Then, lest you should become weary
of trees and downs, you are treated to some-
thing like three-quarters of a mile of luscious
meadows, on the further side of which runs a
stream where, I give you my word, are the
finest trout in all the county. Do I not speak
as one with authority, for T have tried them.
After the meadows the road takes an abrupt
turn to the right, and a hundred yards past
the finger-post you find yourself before the
white gates of the Croft.

If you are privileged to enter those pleasant
portals you will follow a drive, with the
shrubbery on either hand, for about eighty
yards, and then you will be confronted with
a long, straggling building, the front of which
at this particular time of the year might almost
be described as a mass of roses. It consists of
only two storeys; it has a curious old red-tiled
roof, with massive chimneys, which were evi-
dently built to stand the wear and tear of time,
and to admit the passage of a sweep. In front
of the house is a lawn—large enough to take
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a couple of tennis-courts; beyond the lawn
is a ha-ha, then a parklike paddock, and the
meadows again. The stables lie to the right
and some little distance from the house. Miss
Trowbridge’s dairy, of which she was not a
little proud, is approached through the shrub-
bery, above which its quaint Swiss roof shows
with most picturesque eftect.

The interior of the house was, if possible,
even more delightful than the outside. Miss
Dot, as she was almost universally called, was
a true woman in her hking for pretty things,
and her taste was undemable, as even her
worst enemy, had she one, would have been
compelled to admit. Now, when you have a
pleasant little income wherewith to buy pretty
things, friends by the dozen who are only too
anxious to be allowed to give them to you,
a beautiful old house in which to place them
when you have got them—well, I think it
must be admitted that it would not be so
difficult, after all, to make a home perfect, so
far as its internal arrangements are concerned.
But Miss Dot did more than that: she had
her protty knick-knacks about her—but”they
would have been as nothing without the sun-
shine of her own beautiful presence. She had
all her brother’s sunny temperament, and her
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time was spent in endeavouring to make others
as happy as herself. In consequence she was
beloved from Great Brackford on the one side
to Chilton Marsh on the other. The man
who would have dared to be rude to, or to
speak ill of, Miss Trowbridge, would, I fancy,
have stood a very fair chance of being lynched
i that neighbourhood. And yet it must be
admitted that there were times when the
young lady in question could, and did, speak
her mind plainly and to the point. On one
occasion—and I don’t think her brother will
ever allow her to forget it—she discovered a
free and independent son of the soil, who was
suspected of being a poacher, and who was
known to spend the greater part of his time
at a small beer-shop, known as the Hen and
Chickens, engaged in the congenial work of
beating his wife. The poor woman’s cries for
mercy, and the language with which her hus-
band accompanied the blows, in all probability
drowned the sound of her approach. She
took in the scene at a glance, and, instead of
running out to seek assistance or of falling
updn the floor in a dead faint, as some young
ladies might have done, she advanced upon
the ruffian from behind, and, before he had
time to recover from his astonishment, treated
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him to half-a-dozen such cuts with her hunting-
crop as he had not telt for many a long day.
The fellow ceased thrashing his wife, and
turned upon his assailant, doubtless anticipat-
ing a battle of the most gorgeous (lbbCllptIOIl
His jaw dropped when he boheld the squire’s
sister.

“You scoundrel!’ she cried, scarcely able
to.speak for rage. ‘You inhuman monster!
How dare you treat your wife in this fashion ?
I have a good mind to beat you until you are
black and blue.’

So threatening was her demeanour that the
culprit stepped back a few feet, quite believing
that she was about to carry out her threat.

‘I'll tell my brother, and you shall go to
gaol,” said Dot, warming to her subject. <Go
out of the house, and leave me to attend to
your wite. You’ll hear more of this anon.’

Only too glad to escape, the man did as he
was ordered, muttering something to the effect
that ‘things was coming to a pretty pass now,
when a man couldn’t larrup his own wife
without being meddled with by other people.’

As a matter of fact he did not go to g#ol,
but on the morrow he received such a talking-
to by the squire that he felt constrained to
mend his ways. But to this day he admits
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that he would rather be called over the coals
by the gentleman than stand before the latter’s
sister when she was really in fighting form.

But in giving you this sketch, which, in
some slight fashion, may enable you to judge
something of Miss Dot’s character, I am wan-
dering from the point, and must now get back
to my story.

The last time we saw the squire he was
making his way home from Great Brackford
railway station, overwhelined by the fact that
the lady and gentleman he had just seen alight-
ing from the train were none other than his new
tenants at the Castle. He had also amused
himself wondering in what relationship the
lady stood to her companion. Was she his
wife or his daughter? The man might be
forty-five, possibly not quite so old; the lady,
on the other hand, could not have been more
than twenty-two at the highest calculation.
As far as his own feelings were concerned,
Jack felt that this was a matter which would
have to be cleared up with as little delay as
possible.

‘And yet how stupid I am, to be sure,” he
said to himself as he jogged along. ‘What
can i1t matter to me either one way or the
other? TI’ve seen too much of the world to
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be knocked into a cocked-hat by a pretty face.
In all probability she’s his wife, and they are
a most devoted and happy couple, who will
be very glad to ask us to lunch, and to lunch
or dine with us in return. That’s about all
it amounts to.’

Then this inconsistent young man heaved
a heavy sigh, and, addressing his cob, said,
‘Come on, old man, it’s getting late. I shall
be in disgrace if I am not home in time for
dinner.’

A quarter of an hour later he gave up his
horse in the stable-yard, made some inquiries
regarding a dog that had received some slight
injury that morning, and then made his way
to the house. As i1t turned out, he was in
plenty of time, for his sister had not gone
in to dress, but was in her rose-garden, with
scissors in her hand and a basket on her arm,
busily engaged in removing dead buds from
her beloved trees. She looked up as her
brother approached her, and I can assure you
that no fairer picture could have been found.

‘For once you are really home in time,” she
said, with a laugh. >

‘I thought I should have been late, he
answered, stooping to pat a terrier who had
at that moment run up. ‘They have been
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trying to pump me in the town concerning the
new tenant at the Castle.’

‘It’s certain to be a nine days’ wonder,” she
replied. ‘I suppose you haven’t heard when
they are to come in?’

‘I can tell you more than that,” Jack replied.
‘They are in.’ \

“In?’ said Dorothy, with surprise. ‘I was
not aware that they would arrive so soon.
Where did you hear that?’

‘I did not hear 1t, I saw them.

Dot immediately put down her basket and
joined her brother in the path.

‘Most interesting of brothers,” she said;
‘pray let me hear all about it. Where did you
see them, and how did you know them? What
are they like? How many of them are there,
and do you think we shall like them ?’

“Good gracious, Dot,” said her brother, who
was lighting a cigarette, ‘you’re as bad as old
Beverill. He asked I don’t know how many
questions, and seemed disgusted because 1
couldn’t tell him all he wanted to know.’

‘All Mrs. Beverill wanted to know, I sup-
pos8,” said Dot, with a quiet smile.

¢ Nothing of the sort,” her brother answered.
‘The questions were put to me by the Master
of the Foxhounds and concerned the lines the
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newcomer would take—whether he would sub-
scribe liberally, and whether he intends to
hunt. You may be quite sure old Beverill
will not miss the main chance.’

‘You men are such money-grubbers,” said
Dot, with supreme disdain. ‘You seem to
think of nothing but the main chance.’

‘If you had to run a pack of hounds on a
limited income in a district like this, as Beverill
has,” said her brother, ‘I fancy you would
keep a sharp eye on the main chance; more
especially when you’ve got such a family
depending on you as Beverill has.  That eldest
boy of his at Eton

‘Dear old Jack,” said Dorothy, ‘you are
wandering off the path. I have no desire to
discuss Master Humphrey Beverill. I want
to know about our tenants. Now, I happen
to remember that Mrs. Beverill told me that
she was going up to town shopping to-day.
As a matter of fact she wanted me to accom-
pany her, and I should have done so had T not
promised to go over to Marsh Farm to sce
poor Mrs. BI‘I(T"R On my way back Mr.
Beverill pabsed me in his dogeart. He*was
going to meet his wife, he informed me. 1T
presume, thercfore, that the mnewcomers
travelled down in the same train as Mrs.
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Beverill, and that you saw them at the railway
station. You see I can put two and two
together, if you can’t. Now, tell me what
they are like.’

‘Well, said Jack, picking the terrier up as
he spoke and stroking his well-shaped head,
‘the man is not a bad looking fellow. He is
tall and well made. He looks like & foreigner,
and I should say is a gentleman. I dont
know, as far as appearance goes, that you will
be able to find any fault with him.

“So much for the man,” she replicd; ‘and
now about his companion.’

‘How do you know that there is a com-
panion ?’

‘ Because you said “they.” Conie, come, Jack,
why don’t you answer? You are most exas-
perating. You must know that I am anxious
to hear all I can about them. What is the
lady like ?’

‘ How do you knowit’s a lady 2’ her brother
answered.

¢ Because if it had been a man you would
have had no hesitation in answering me,” she
replied. ¢ What is more, she must be pretty,
and for the same reason. You see, I know
you better than you know yourself.’

‘You are wonderfully clever,” he returned.
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¢Strange to say, you have hit the mark this
time. Mus. d’Alvaro, Miss, or whatever else
she may be, is one of the most beautiful women
I have ever seen in my life. I will go even
further than that and say the most beautiful
woman.’

“This is most interesting,’ said his sister.
‘It is like the commencement of a novel. It
is evident, moreover, that she has attracted
you. Is she English or foreign?’

‘ Foreign, I should say. I’ve been wonder-
ing ever since I saw her whether she’s his
sister or not. When do you think you will
call upon them ?’

Dot looked searchingly into her brother’s
tace before she replied. As a rule he did not
often interest himself regarding matters of
social interest.

‘We must give them time to settle in,” she
said. “You may be sure they won’t be anxious
to see visitors just yet.’

‘But we are not exactly visitors,” said Jack.
‘I'm his landlord, and it would be only fair
that you should find out whether there is any-
thing else they would like done. Whev one
secures a good tenant it is always as well to do
the best one can for them.’

‘But you can do that with a note,” Dot
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answered with composure. ¢Besides, after the
amount of money that has been laid out on it
lately we know that the Castle must be in as
good order as is necessary for a yearly tenant.
Mr. Thomson gave us his assurance that there
was nothing else that wanted seeing to.’

‘Thomson is a fool, said Jack pettishly.
‘He did not speak about the drainage in those
pointer kennels, and I can assure you I have
my doubts about it.’ |

‘The drainage in the pointer kennels will
not interfere with Monsieur d’Alvaro’s com-
fort,” said his sister. ‘You need not worry
yourself on that score.’

“Very well,” said Jack, ¢if we lose our tenant
after the first year, and have the place on our
hands again, don’t blame me. Now I am
going in to change my things.’

So saying, he left her and made his way into
the house, the terrier trotting meekly at his
heels.’

‘I shall drive over and see this lady,” said
Dot to herself when he disappeared. ¢The
girl who can make Jack anxious about another
man’s, pointer kennels must be worth con-
sidering.’

Then she followed her brother into the house,
wondering what this new state of things might

c
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mean. As may be inferred from what I have
already written, she was the possessor of a
remarkably clear brain, and was able to put
two and two together, as she had informed her
brother, somewhat better than her neighbours.

When Jack went to his room to dress for
dinner, I am sadly afraid he did not do so in
a very good temper. He was angry for having
made what he termed ‘a fool of himself.” He
knew that he had not acted wisely, and told
himself that he should have known that women
look at things differently to men. As was his
custom when he was annoyed he brushed his
hair with extraordinary vigour, and then made
his way downstairs in a frame of mind that
could only be likened to that of a whipped
schoolboy. He felt almost sorry that he had
gone into the town that afternoon, and more
than all that he had let the Castle.

He had reached the foot of the stairs, and
was in the act of entering his study, when his
old butler, who had served his father before
him, and who even now looked upon Master
Jack as being little better than a schoolboy,
approached him, and informed him thpt the
Honourable James Ormby was in the drawing-
room.

‘Good man,” muttered Jack to himself, with
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what was evident pleasure. ¢He couldn’t have
called at a better time. Let’s hope he will
stay to dinner.’

He accordingly entered the room in question
to find a tall, good-looking man of about thirty
years of age, with a clean-shaven, humorous
face, and sporting an eyeglass, standing before
the fireplace, with his hands thrust deeply into
his pockets. He was in evening dress, and it.
would have been plain to the least observant
stranger that he was familiar with the custom
of the house.

‘My dear old Jim,” said Jack as they shook
hands. ¢ This is more than kind of you. Since
you come in this dress it is only right I should
suppose that you will stay to dinner.’

‘That’s just what I am going to do,” the
other replied. ¢I’ve had a fit of the blues all
day. I had to kill a colt this morning; you
know the one I mean, that roan by Seaweed”
out of that Teastar mare. Thinking you would
have me I decided to drive over and throw
myself upon your hospitality.’

‘I'm indeed sorry to hear about the colt,’
said Jack. ¢Nevertheless, I am very grateful
to him for giving us the pleasure of seeing you.
Now, if you don’t think that a pretty speech
you ought to. Dot will be down in a minute.’



36 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

Ormby shifted his feet uneasily as he heard
this information. Between ourselves I will
inform you that he had been paying more than
ordinary attention to Miss Dot for years.
Up to this time the little minx had managed
to keep him at arm’s length, but the task was
a difficult one just then, seeing that he had
found it necessary to consult her at least three
-times a weck on various items connected with
the bachelor establishment he kept up about
three miles distant. That he had not sue-
ceeded in winning his lady was not altogether
his fault ; he was her humblest slave in every
particular. It is my belief that if she told
him to prostrate himself in a puddle in Great
Brackford High Street in order that she might
step over dry shod he would have done it, and
with the greatest cheerfulness. He fetched
and carried for her, attended her out hunting
when her brother was too busily concerned
with other affairs, cut out squares with her at
the county ball, lost dozens of pairs of gloves
to her at the Hunt Club Races, and conducted
himself generally as gentlemen are wont to do
when they are violently in love. He was the
third son of the Earl of Castle Fergo, and to
his credit, be it remarked, the only member of
the present generation of that ancient family
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who had not appeared either in the Bankruptey
or the Divorce Court. Taken altogether he
was a good fellow, a sterling sportsman, per-
haps not overburdened with brains, but one
who did his duty by his fellow-man to the best
of his ability.

‘Jack, old man,” he said at last, ‘I want to
ask you about those people to whom you have
let the Castle.’

¢If you do I’ll murder you on the spot,” his
friend replied. “Because I happen to have
a place to let, and do let it, every one thinRs
he has the right to inquire about the tenants,
their habits, and their intentions for the
future. I can only repeat what I have said to
everybody that the man seems a very decent
sort of fellow, and that he has treated me
very generously in the matter of the rent.
That, of course, is as far as I am concerned in
the matter.’

“Sorry I trod upon your toes, old chap,” said
his friend. ‘I am sure I had no intention of
so doing. Like all the rest of them, however,
I am a bit curious to know what sort of a man
is going to follow you there.’

‘He’ll probably do a good deal more good
than T ever did,” said J ack lugubriously, ‘and
it would have been sheer madness for Dot and
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I to have attempted to carry the place on.
No! all things considered, I am quite sure
that it is best as it is.’

There was an awkward pause after this
speech, during which Jack walked up and
down the room, while his friend regarded his
patent leather boots with quite unusual
attention.

‘Liook here, Jack,” said the latter at last,
‘there is something I want to say to you. I
give you my word it is as important as any-
thing can be to a man.’

‘Is that so? Well, then, fire away.’

Jack had a very good idea of what was
coming, though he did not say so.

‘I’ll tell you what it is,” said Ormby. ‘You
and I were at Kton together, and do you
remember the time when I came down to stay
with you ?’

Jack nodded. He remembered the circum-
stances perfectly.

“Well, you know,” the young man continued,
‘that was the first time I saw your sister, I
fell in love with her on the spot.’

“You began early,” was his friend’s only Teply.

¢ Confound your silly joking !’ answered the
Honourable. ‘You don’t know how serious
this matter is to me. 1’ve been in love with
her ever since.’
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¢So I have observed.’

‘There’s no girl in the world I’d as soon
have for my wife, and if I could only believe
that she likes me, I should be the happiest
man on earth.’

¢ And what is it you want me to do ?’

‘I want you to tell me what you think
about it. Whether you think I have a chance
of winning her. Women are so difficult to
understand. One moment you think they like
you, and the next you are ready to take your
oath that they think you are the stupidest
fellow on the face of the earth.’

‘My dear old fellow,” said Jack, ‘I’d help
you willingly enough if I could; but I am
afraid it is not in my power. You see, a sister
is one sort of person, and a girl is another. I’m
afraid it isn’t very clear, but I know exactly
what I mean mysclf. If you want to find out
the state of her feelings, why don’t you ask her?’

Ormby looked at his friend with a startled
expression on his face.

‘My dear boy,” he said, ‘you don’t know
what you are saying. Supposing she were to
tell me that she didn’t care a scrap about me,
and that the sooner I went to the colonies—or
to anywhere else—the better? What should
I do then?’

‘Why, do what she told you, I suppose.
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Take my word for it, you won’t know how you
stand until you put the question to her
yourself.’ _

Ormby’s spirits sank on hearing this speech.
It was all very well, he felt, to be advised to
ask her; he had been trying to make up his
mind to do this for the last couple of years.
_For some reason or another, however, he had
always shirked it. He almost wished that
he had not put in an appearance at the Croft
that evening.

‘At any rate, Jack,’ he went on, ‘may I
assure myself that I have your best wishes for
my success?’

‘Of course you may. If I must have a
brother I don’t think there is any one else I
should prefer to you. Indeed, I am quite sure
there is not.’

‘That is one point in my favour,” Ormby
answered, and at that moment Miss Dot
entered the room. She seemed surprised at
seeing Ormby, but, recovering her composure,
she bade him welcome, as if his unexpected
appearance were the most natural thing in the
world. '

Five minutes later dinner was announced,
and they passed into the dining-room. All
things considered, the meal that evening could
not be called an exciting one. Miss Dot was
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silent, in all probability pondering over the
problem her brother had set that afternoon.
Ormby conducted himself like an amiable
lunatic, dropping his dinner napkin and thank-
ing himself for picking it up, and conducted
himself generally as only men of his tempera-
ment do when they are under the spell of the
Great Passion. After their wine the two men
joined Miss Dot in the drawing-room, when
she was good enough to favour them with
some music. She had scarcely finished the
first selection when the butler entered the
room to inform his master that the village
schoolmaster had called and desired to see
him.

¢Show him into the study,” said Jack, ‘and
I will be with him in a moment.’

A few seconds later he followed the servant
to the room in question, and for upwards of
half an hour was engaged in talking over the
affairs of a certain cricket club, of which he
was the captain. At last, when the school-
master had finished his glass of port and had
taken his departure, he returned to the
drawing-room to find that a change had taken
place there. Miss Dot was seated at the
piano, but it was easy to see that she had just
resumed her place there. The Honourable
James was standing at the fireplace pretending
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to warm himself, and forgetting the fact that
the grate contained nothing but ferns. Then
Dot made an excuse and left the room, leaving
Jack and his guest together.

‘Well?’ said the former, after glancing at
his companion’s face.

‘My dear fellow, congratulate me,” cried
his friend. ‘I have followed your advice and
she has accepted me. I am the most happy
man in the world.’

‘I congratulate you most heartily and
myself, too,” said Jack. ‘As I told you this
evening I wouldn’t wish for a better brother-
in-law, and I’'m sure you will make Dot a
good husband.’

‘Thanks,” returned the other. ¢And now
I'll be off if you will order my cart. Upon my
word I don’t know whether I am standing on
my head or my heels. Either way, will you
be at home to-morrow morning ?’

‘If you wish to sce me I will make a point
of being in.  Will you name the time ?’

«Will ten o’clock suit you ?’

¢ Admirably. T shall expect you then.’

A quarter of an hour later the Honourable
James was driving home, swearing to himself
that, of all the men in England he was the
happiest.

At ten oclock next morning Trowbridge,
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who had been to the water-meadows to note
the progress of some new work, returned to
the house to receive his visitor. To his
surprise the latter had not put in an appear-
ance. An hour went by and still there was
no sign of him. At one o’clock he had not
arrived, nor had he done so when the dinner-
hour came round.

¢T can’t make out what it means,’ said Jack’
to his sister, whose nervousness was increasing
every minute. ‘If he does not turn up to-
night I will ride over in the morning to see
what is up.’

‘I should be so glad if you would,” his sister
replied. I feel certain that something very
serious has happened. Had he only met with
an accident he would have sent a message, I
am sure.’

At ten o’clock next morning Ormby had not
put in an appearance. Jack accordingly set
off on horseback to find out, if possible, the
reason of his absence. When he reached the
former’s residence the housekeeper opened the
door to him.

“Is"Mr. Ormby at home ?’ he inquired.

‘No, sir,’ she replied. I can’t make out
what is the matter. I haven’t set eyes on
him since he left here the night before last to
dine with you.’
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CHAPTER 111

Jaok Trowsripge stared at the housekeeper,
completely taken aback.

" “What do you mean?’ he inquired. ‘Have
you not seen Mr. Ormby since he left for my
house the night before last 2’

‘That ’s 'it, sir,” the old lady replied. <He
drove away from here in his dogcart saying
that he was going to dine with you. Williams,
the ogroom, says that he left your house at a
quarter to eleven. He was just driving up to
the gates when a man stepped out into the
road from the path and held up his hand. Mr.
Ormby pulled up, then he got down and went
away with the gentleman, and we’ve not seen
nor heard anything of him since.’

‘That’s most extraordinary,’” said Jack.
“Who on earth could the stranger have been ?
Have you made no inquiries ¢’

‘Lor’ bless you, sir, yes. We’ve sent up to
the farm and down to the village, and Williams
has been to the police-station, but we can’t
hear anything of him.’
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* Do you think he caught the midnight train
at Stoleby ! The man may have brought him
news that necessitated his going up to London
at once.’

‘You’ll excuse me, sir,” said the old woman,
‘but in that case he would have driven to the
station, not walked. No, it’s my belief that
something foul has taken place.’

‘Liet’s hope not. Besides, who would be
likely to injure Mr. Ormby. He is as popular
as any man in the neighbourhood.’

¢ Then, sir, why doesn’t he come home? He
must know how anxious we all are. Oh dear,
oh dear! To think that I should ever live to
see this day, me who nursed him when » babe
in arms.’

¢ For Dot’s sake I must take this matter up,
and at once,” said Jack to himself. Then,
aloud to the housekeeper, he added : ‘Just let
me see Williams, will you? I should like to
put a few questions to him.’

‘If you’ll step into the master’s smoking-
room, I’ll send one of the maids out for him.
He’s back from the village, I know, for I saw him
ride by my window just as your bell sounded.

Jack followed her along the hall to the cosy
little room at the end he knew so well. If the
truth must be confessed he was more troubled
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by the other’s disappearance than he cared to
admit. The whole affair seemed so inexplic-
able.  'Who was this mysterious stranger?
He could not have been a well-known acquaint-
ance, or Ormby would have invited him to the
house. By the same reasoning he could not
have been a mere beggar or the latter would
not have descended from his cart and have
.walked away with him. He had known
the missing man all his life, had been at school
and college with him. He was not aware that
he had made any enemies, or that he had any
particularly undesirable acquaintances.

Presently Williams, the groom, put in an
appearance. He was a dapper young fellow,
a superb horseman, and had held his present
position ever since his master had left the
"Varsity.

‘Well, Williams,” said Jack, ‘this is a very
extraordinary affair. I don’t know what to
think of it.’

‘Nor do I, sir,/ Williams replied. ¢When
the housekeeper told me that Mr. Ormby was
not at home at breakfast-time I give you my
word, sir, that you could have knockgd me
down with a feather.’

¢Tell me all you can about him,” Jack replied.

‘There is not very much to tell, sir, Williams
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answered. ¢ After we loft your house we drove
straight home. When we were about fifty
yards from the gate a man stepped out of the

shadow of the hedge and held up his hand for
Mr. Ormby to stop.’

‘Just wait a moment,” Jack interposed. ‘I
take it that you were sitting behind ?’

‘That’s quite right, sir, I was; but I had
just turned round to see if the gate was open,
and that’s how I know.’

¢Can you give me any idea what the stranger
was like ?’

“No, sir, I am sorry to say that I can’t.
"All T noticed was that he was dressed in a long
.coat that came nearly down to his heels, and

that he wore a felt hat.’

‘I am afraid that won’t be of much use to
us. But we must do the best we can with it.
Did he speak to Mr. Ormby ?’

‘Yes, sir, he said something very quiet. I
didn’t listen, so I couldn’t tell you what it was.’

¢ What happened next ?’

¢Mr. Ormby told me to get down and lead
the horse home. Then he jumped out. He
would follow in a few minutes, he said.’

¢In what direction did they walk ?’

‘The way we had come.’

‘Then the station theory and the trip to
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London won't hold water,” said Jack to him-
self. Then addressing Williams he continued :
‘Have you seen any strange man hanging
about here lately; or, in fact, any one
suspicious ?’

Williams shook his head. There had been
one or two tramps, but no one resembling this
mysterious stranger.

‘You have made inquiries in the village, the
housekeeper tells me, and have also communi-
cated with the police ?’

“Yes, sir, I went down there first thing this
morning. I hope I did the right thing ?’

“Quite. I shall now go on there and make
further inquiries. If I were you I should.
keep a quiet tongue in my head and at the
same time keep my eyes open.’

“You may be quite sure I shall do that, sir.
I do hope nothing serious has happened to Mr.
Ormby. 1’d give a bit, sir, to know what it
all means.’

¢So would I,” said Jack. “Now I’ll be off
to the police-station.’

He accordingly left the house and mounting
his horse, turned its head in the diregtion of
the village. The police-station was a very
small affair, the force consisting of a sergeant
and two men. Seeing Jack dismounting the
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sergeant rose from his seat and saluted respect-
fully.

¢Good afternoon, Giles,’ said Jack. ¢I have
ridden over to have a few words with you
regarding the disappearance of Mr. Ormby.
His groom tells me he was down to see you
this morning. Have you heard anything fresh
since then ?’

‘No, sir,’ the sergeant replied. ‘I have
got both my men out searching now, and they
are sending me out extra assistance from the
town. As soon as the tackle arrives we shall
drag the river; though, for my own part, I
‘am certain we shall not find anything there.’

" “Unless there’s been foul play,” said Jack.
‘Doesn’t that strike you as being possible ?’

“Of course, sir, it’s possible. Anything is
possible in a case like this. But there’s another
way of looking at it. The groom says this
stranger was a big man, well, so is Mr. Ormby.
Then, again, if he anticipated any harm, do you
think he would have gone off so quietly with
him. No, sir, the theory I formed is that the
man who called him out of the trap is some-
body heswas somewhat ashamed of and didn’t
want to be seen with. If he went to the
village station he would have been recognised,

so they walked into Brackford together, and
. D
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for all we know to the contrary, he may be
seeing him off at Southampton to-day.’

Jack shook his head. Something within
him told him that the sergeant’s reading of the
riddle was not a correct one. There was more
behind his friend’s disappearance than that.

“What time do you expect the men from
town ¢’ .

‘At any minute, sir,’ said the sergeant.
‘They should have been out here by this time..

‘Then I think I will wait for them,” said
Jack, ‘and accompany them in their search.
Mr. Ormby is an old friend, and I am naturally
very anxious on his account.’ ‘

‘I can quite understand that, sir,” said the
sergeant.  ‘Let’s hope we shall find him
before very long.’

A few minutes later a cart made its appear-
ance and in it were seated four police-constables.
They had brought with them under the seat
the gruesome dragging appliances, at which
Jack glanced with a shudder. Heaven help
his friend if those terrible articles were neces-
sary for discovering him. Leaving one
of the men in charge of the station the sergeant
mounted to the cart, and the three others
returned to their places.

‘I thought we would search the meadows
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first and the river,” said the sergeant; then
we might try the millpool, and after that
the wood behind. As you know, there’s a
path across the meadows that makes short cut
to Brackford, and as Mr. Ormby is acquainted
with it it’s very likely they would take it.’

‘Drive on, then, and I will follow you,’ re-
plied Jack. ¢Don’t let us lose any time. If,
as I fear, there has been foul play the sooner
-we put the police all over the country on the
alert the better.’

The sergeant whipped up the horse, and the
cart rattled down the road in the direction of
the meadows, which formed a portion of the
missing man’s property. Every portion of
these were diligently searched, but without
success. They then turned their attention to
the river, a stream which wound its way round
the foot of the hill towards a quaint old mill,
a mile and a half perhaps from Ormby’s house.
For the greater part of its run it was scarcely
more than two feet deep, but there were a
couple of pools where'an eight feet rod would
barely touch the bottom. Here the drags
were brought into play and the result was
awaited, by Jack at least, with breath-
less anxiety. But though they tried back-
wards and forwards all that was brought to
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light was a tin can. From this it was
evident that Ormby had neither thrown him-
self, nor had he been thrown, in there. The
same result was achieved at the next hole.
Afterwards they proceeded to the mill to
which I have already referred. The pool itself
was of considerable depth, and at the moment
of their arrival was flowing under the building
at a prodigious rate. Assisted by the miller
and his man they dragged and redragged until
they were tired. The result, however, was
the same as before. No trace of a body was
to be discovered. Leaving the mill they con-
tinued their search down stream for another
couple of miles, and then turned to the small
wood on the other side. The path to Brack-
ford led through this, and had the stranger
meant any harm to his companion, here was
the spot for him to carry out his intentions.
But though they searched it from one end
to the other, and peered into every hole and
clump of bracken, their trouble was not re-
warded. A disused chalk-pit on the further
gide was next visited, but they found nothing
there. They made inquiries at the little-village
half a mile further on, but every person they
questioned declared that neither he, nor she,
had seen anything of Mr. Ormby.
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¢I think, sir, you will find that it will turn
out as I have said,” said the sergeant, mopping
his dripping brow. ‘I don’t know where else
we can search in the neighbourhood.’

‘Nor 1,” Jack remarked dolefully.

Then when the sergeant had promised to
communicate with him should they make any
discovery, he turned his horse homewards, a
totally different individual from the happy-go-
"lucky fellow who had treated the children in
Mrs. Gabbage’s shop two days before.

‘Poor little Dot,” he said as he rode along,
“this will prove a terrible blow to her. I
wonder how I shall be able to break the news.’

By the time he reached the Croft he had
made up his mind as to his course of action,
and with a heavy heart he rode up the drive
and gave up his horse in the stable-yard.
Entering the house by the back way, he pro-
ceeded straight to the drawing-room where
he found his sister. She was sitting there
making a pretence of sewing, but it was little
work that she accomplished There was an
anxious, harried expression upon her face that
told its own tale. Her brother fancied that
she had been crying, but he did not say any-
thing to her upon the subject. On seeing him
she rose from her seat.
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¢What is the matter?’ she asked. ‘Why
does he not come ?’

‘I’ll try to tell you if you’ll sit down,” Jack
began in a faltering voice, ‘but you must pro-
mise me to be calm, Dot.’

The girl gave a little start.

‘Then there 7s something wrong,’ she gasped.
¢You have bad news for me. Tell me, Jack,
for pity’s sake.’

‘It is bad news,’ her brother replied, ‘but’
we mustn’t give up hope yet. The fact of the
matter is Jim has disappeared.’

Then he told his story, softening it as well
as he knew how, but it was impossible to da
so very much. The result was that the poor
girl was crushed as beneath an avalanche.
She buried her face in the cushion of the sofa,
and refused to be comforted.

‘I thought we were going to be so happy,’
she wailed, ‘and now he is taken from me
almost before we knew that we loved each
other. It is too cruel!’,

Jack did his best to soothe her, telling her
that she must not look on the black side; that
even now it was still possible her lover might
be alive.

‘No, no!’ she answered through her tears;
“if he were alive he would have come yester-
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day or have sent word to me. No, I feel
certain that he is dead.’

Thinking that it might do her good, Jack
"left her to have her cry out. When he re-
turned in an hour’s time she was calmer,
though, as may be imagined, very cast down.

When they had discussed the case for some
considerable time they arrived at the decision
that the only point in favour of the sergeant’s
‘theory was the fact that up to that time the
body of Ormby had not been found. On the
other hand, any moment might bring it to
light. Until that happened they could only
possess their souls in patience.

As Jack sat down to his solitary dinner that
night— for his sister had gone to her room and
did not come down—he found it difficult to
believe that the man who sat at his board
only two nights before had vanished so com-
pletely. It was almost impossible to realise
that in all human probability they would never
speak to him again.

¢A sad business, he said to himself for
about the thousandth time. ‘I would have
given dnything to have saved poor little Dot
from this misery.’

After dinner he informed his sister that he
intended driving into the town to make further
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inquiries, and to discover whether the police
had received information of any sort.

“You are very good to me, Jack,” she said.
‘I don’t think I shall ever be happy again. 1
know now that I loved him always, and when I
think how I played with his affections, I feel as
though I could kill myself for having done so.’

¢Hush, hush! You must not talk like that.
Jim, poor old fellow, would be the last to
wish it.’ ‘

When the dogcart was at the door Jack
set off on his drive to the town. As he went
he thought of the new arrivals at the Castle:
He had been too unhappy and too busy all
day to bestow a thought upon them. Now
he found himself recalling that beautiful face
he had seen for the first time at the railway
station, What an amount of trouble had come
upon him since he had described her to his
sister, and had spoken to her about calling
upon them. He had lost his best friend, and
his sister’s heart was broken.

On reaching the police-station he left the
cart, and entered to make inquiries. The
officer on duty informed him that so far they had
made no discovery. The body of the missing
man had not been found, nor had they received
any information to prove that he was still alive.
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‘We have made inquiries at the railway
station,” said the official, ‘but the people there
are all unanimous in declaring that they saw
nothing of Mr. Ormby on the night in ques-
tion or on the morning following. Scotland
Yard is now taking the affair up, and inquiries
are being made at all the principal seaports.
Unfortunately, however, the very meagre de-
seription the groom is able to give us of the’
man who stopped the dogcart, and who went
away with Mr. Ormby, prevents us doing what
we might otherwise have done had we more
“information to act upon. You do not know,
I suppose, how much money he had on him
when he left you ?’

‘Yes, I can set you right there,’” said Jack,
‘not more than a few shillings at any rate.
I know this because after dinner we had an
amicable dispute over a horse he had lately
purchased. “Bet you all the money I have
in my pocket I am right,” he said, producing
about half-a-dozen coins at the same time,
most of which were coppers.’

‘ He may have had more money about him
but, if he had not, that is another argument
against the theory that he went away by
train,” said the inspector.

‘I don’t know why, but I feel convinced
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that he did not,” Jack replied. ‘Unless he
went suddenly mad I can’t for the life of me
see why he should have done so. He had the
best of all reasons for calling upon me on the
following morning, and I am positive that no
business, save one of life and death, would
have prevented him from coming. Somehow
I am convinced that he has been murdered,
‘and I think you will find eventually that I am
right.’

‘I hope not, sir,” the police officer replied,
after which Jack bade him good-evening and
left the office. '

It was with a sorrowful heart that he drove
home. His dismal anticipations had been ful-
filled, and he had no good news to give to his
sister. She, poor child, had fallen asleep, so
he did not wake her, but proceeded to his
study, where he threw himself in an easy-
chair. He smoked one cigar after another as
he endeavoured to solve the mystery. But
though he filled the room with smoke, so that
he had to throw open the French windows
which led on to the verandah, he was no
nearer unravelling it than ha had been Before.
He was lying in the most comfortable chair
in the room, a deep wicker one. His head
was thrown back upon a cushion, and his eyes
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were fixed upon the ceiling. Suddenly it
seemed to him that he heard a peculiar noise,
that was not very much unlike the sound made
when a card is flicked across a room. He sat
up and looked about him, but he could see no
sign of anything such as I have described.
Ascribing the noise to his imagination, he lay
back again in his chair and once more con-
templated the ceiling. It was not until he
"rose to retire to bed that he became aware of
something white lying upon the carpet near
the window. Crossing the room he picked it
up, to discover that it was a letter addressed
to himself in a quite unknown and uneducated
handwriting.

‘What can it mean?’ he asked himself as
he broke open the envelope. <And who on
earth threw it in here? That must have been
the sound I heard” Withdrawing the con-
tents he read as follows :

¢If you wants to know where your friend
is you’'d better ax at the Mitcham Shipping
Office. If you don’t know why he run away
I ain’t’a-goin’ to tell yer. That’s enough for
the present.—Yours, A WEeLL-WISHER.

For a moment Trowbridge stood with the
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paper in his hand, not knowing how to ach
Then he turned it over and over, examining
it in every way. Was it genuine or was it a
hoax? What was more—who was the author,
and how was he connected with the missing
man? Whoever he might be, he must be a
daring sort of individual to present the letter
at such an hour, and to throw it into the room
as he had done.

During the next half-hour Jack perused it
again and again, though at the end of that
time he could not, for the life of him, see how
he was to act. Of course, if inquiries at the
Mitcham Shipping Office meant his learning
something regarding his missing friend, it was
his duty to make them. On the other hand,
was this an attempt to lure him out of the
district in order that the real culprit might
have a chance of escape ?’

Next morning he showed the letter to his
sister, who, without hesitation, declared it to
be a trick. . '

‘I don’t believe that Jim would act like
that,” she said, her eyes filling with indignant
tears. ‘I will never allow that he would be
s0o base as to tell me that he loved me and
then run away from England a few hours
later. You, who have known him so long,
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should surely not do him the dishonour of
believing what this letter insinuates.’

¢ Nevertheless it behoves us,” said Jack, ‘nob
to neglect a single chance of discovering him.
I shall take this letter to the police at Great
Brackford after breakfast and hear what they
think of it; and then, if they are disposed to
place any credence in it ab all, I shall set off
for Liverpool and make my own inquiries.
-For my own part, like you, I do not attach
much importance to it, but the extraordinary
fashion in which the letter was delivered must
lead one to suppose that the author was in
earnest. If I go up to Liverpool to-day, I
shall be back to-morrow.’

According to the arrangement he had made,
after breakfast Jim drove into Brackford and
showed the letter to the police. They ex-
amined it critically, and were all unanimously
of the opinion that ib was of no value what-
soever.

‘It is either the work of a madman,” said
the inspector, ‘or a Very cruel hoax. You
will find, if you go to Liverpool, as you say
you are going to do, that they know nothing
of Mr. Ormby at the office in question.’

‘In any case I am going to runup,’ said Jim.
I should not be doing my duty if I did not.’
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From the police-office he drove on to the
station. He had taken care to bring a small
Gladstone with him containing what he would
require during the short time he. would be -
away. He had not any too much time to
spare, for he had barely written a note to his
sister, explaining what he was about to do,
and handed it to his groom, ere the train
entered the station. As it commenced to leave
the platform he became aware of a tall hand-
some man, irreproachably dressed, who, as the
carriages passed, closely scanned each com-
partment.

To Jack’s amazement the individual in ques-
tion was none other than his tenant at the
castle, Monsieur d’Alvaro!
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CHAPTER IV

It was latc in the afternoon when Trowbridge
reached Liverpool. He knew that all the
»shipping offices would be closed; for that
reason, therefore, he made his way to his hotel
and postponed his inquirics until the morning.
Then, as soon as his conscience would allow him
to do so, he proceeded in the direction of the
street in which he had been informed the
offices of the Mitcham Line of Steamers were
to be found. He had already discovered that
the line traded exclusively with South America,
and that their service was fortnightly. His
mind was made a little uneasy by the fact that
their last steamer outward-bound had sailed
from Liverpool on the day following Ormby’s
disappearance. As he told himself, this fact
might be only a coincidence ; nevertheless, he
felt that it was worth noting.

The office in question proved to be a hand-
some building, boasting on either side of the
door large plate-glass windows, in one of which
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was a model of a ship, and in the other an
advertisement setting forth the advantages of
travelling by the Mitcham Line.

When an official came forward to inquire
his business he asked if it would be possible
for him to see the manager.

‘He’s engaged at present,’ the man replied.
‘But if you will take a seat in the waiting-
-room I will give him your name.’

Jack followed his conductor along the passage
to a small room on the right, and then gave
him his card. For upwards of a quarter of an
hour he was at liberty to study the pictures
on the walls, and the pamphlets and shipping
papers upon the table. Then the clerk returned
and requested Jack to follow him. Opening a
door on the left at the further end of the passage,
the clerk requested him to enter. He did so, to
be received by a short, middle-aged gentleman
with iron-grey whiskers and moustache.

¢ Good-morning, Mr. Trowbridge,” said that
little man, wheeling a chair forward as he
spoke. ‘Won’t you sit down and tell me what
I can do for you?’

‘I have come to see you,” said Jack, ‘on
rather extraordinary business. As you may
observe from the address on my card, I hail
from Great Brackford.’
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The manager laid himself back in his chair,
and clasped his hands as if he were about to
begin his devotions.

" “Yes, T noticed that, he replied. <May I
ask if you have been long in Liverpool ¢’

‘I arrived last night and want, if possible, to
get back tonight. Hence the reason for my
early call.’

‘Pray don’t apologise. Now tell me what
it is that has brought you to me.’

« ‘In our neighbourhood we are in great
trouble about a gentleman who has disappeared.

. He is a particular friend of mine and has just
become engaged to my sister.’

The manager nodded his head and com-
menced polishing a pair of gold-rimmed eye-
glasses with a silk handkerchief" he took from
his pocket.

“You refer tothe Honourable James Ormby,
I presume ?’ he said.

Jack stared at him in complete surprise.
‘What do you know of that gentleman?’ he
inquired.

‘Strapge to say I was discussing the case of
his mysterious disappearance only a few minutes
before you came in with my last visitor,” said
the manager. ¢Perhaps you have not seen
_the account of it in this morning’s paper ?’

E
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¢No, I certainly have not,” said Jack.
¢What’s more, I'm extremely sorry to hear
that the Press have got hold of it. However,
I suppose it was inevitable.’ ‘

“Quite, I fear. Now, pray tell me in what
way I can help you’

In reply Jack gave him a rough outline of
the case, and described the anonymous letter
he had received. At the same time he pro-
duced the letter in question and handed it
across the table to the other.

‘Yes, it certainly says the Mitcham Ship-
ping Office,” was his comment when he had.
read it. ¢ Well, we have only had one boat
sailing lately, and if Mr. Ormby sailed in her it
should not be difficult to trace him. If you
can give me a description of him I will institute
inquiries at once.’

‘I can do more than that,” said Jack. I
can show you his photograph. I took the
‘precaution of bringing one with me.’

So saying, he prodyced from his pocket a
cabinet portrait of the missing man. It had
been taken some three or four months prior to
his disappearance and was an excellent {ikeness.
The manager examined it carefully through
his glasses and then touched the gong upon
his table.
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¢Send Mr. Simpson to me,” he said to the
clerk who answered it. Then he added to
Jack: ‘Mr. Simpson is our passenger-clerk,
and if your friend engaged a passage in our
boat he is almost sure to remember him.’

A few seconds later the clerk in question
made his appearance.

‘Mr. Simpson,” said the manager, ¢this
gentleman is anxious to discover whether a’
friend of his sailed in the Marwhal. His name
is Ormby. Thisis a likeness of him.

Simpson closely examined the photograph
and then placed it upon the table.

‘If you will allow e, sir, I will get my
ledger. T shall then be able to speak more
definitely.’

He left the room to return with a large
volume, which he placed upon a side-table.
Having discovered the page he wanted he ran
his finger down it in search of the name the
manager had given him.

‘No, sir,” he said, looking up from the book,
‘there is no such name here. There were
eightgen passengers in the first-class and forty-
two in the steerage. But the name of Ormby
1s not among them.’

¢I think it more than probable that he would
have travelled under an assumed name,” said
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Jack; ‘that is to say if he left England at
all.’

‘In that case,” said the manager, ‘the only
thing to be done is to rely upon this photo-
graph. Did you book all the passengers
personally, Simpson ?’

¢ With the exception of about half a dozen,’
answered the clerk; ‘that is to say, barring

“the passages that were taken in London.’

‘How many booked there ?’

‘Only seven—one first-class, and six steerage.’

¢ Do you know anything regarding the first-
class passenger who booked in London ?’

‘He is a clergyman, an elderly gentleman,
going to Rio.’

‘Well, then, as you booked most of the rest,
can you remember any one resembling this
gentleman’s friend ?’

‘Tall, wearing an eyeglass, and having a
white scar an inch or so above his left eyebrow,’
said Jack.

‘I see from the paper that when he was last
seen he was wearing a light overcoat and a
grey tweed cap,’ said the clerk. ‘May I ask
if that is so ?’ ‘

‘Itis,’ Jack replied. ‘¢ What was more, when
he went away with the stranger he was wear-
ing dress clothes.’
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The clerk considered for a few moments
before he gave his decision.

‘No, sir,” he said at last, ‘I can’t say that I
remember your friend. The only young man
who booked a first-class passage was a youth
of about two-and-twenty, clean shaven, and
from his accent I should say of Scotch birth.
As T said just now, there were six others
whom I did not book. They were booked

by Elliott. Possibly he may remember Mr.
Ormby.’

‘Pray go and ask him, then, and let me
know the result.’

The clerk once more left the room and was
absent for upwards of ten minutes. During
that time the manager and Trowbridge dis-
cussed the case. When Simpson returned he
brought with him a youth of some twenty
years of age.

‘Elliott informs me,” he said, ‘that on the
day in question a gentleman whose description
seems to tally in some respects to that of Mr.
Ormby, came to the office while I was at lunch,
and booked a passage to Monte Video.”

‘Degeribe him,} Elliott, as well as you can,’
said the manager. ‘We shall then be able to
judge for ourselves.’

The young man moved uneasily on his feet,
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and, having a modest estimation of his own
powers, he blushed painfully.

‘He was tall, sir, and had a very bad cold.’

“We must have a better deseription of him -
than that,” said the manager. ‘I am afraid we
shan’t be able to trace him far by a cold in the
head. How was he dressed ?’

‘He wore a cap and a light overcoat. I
couldn’t see the colour of his trousers because
of the counter. The lower part of his face was
hidden by his coat collar. He had no eycglass
so far as I could see.’

‘Do you remember if he had a scar upcn
his forehead ¢’

¢TI am not quite certain, sir,” said the youth.
T shouldn’t like to be too sure, but I think he
had. He asked me how long it would take
the vessel to get to Monte Vidco, and said
that he wanted, if possible, to have a cabin to
himself.’

*Did he pay you by cheque or in notes?’

‘In notes and gold, sir.’

“Is it your opinion, then, that this photo-
graph is a picture of the passengor you
booked ?’

‘T feel almost certain it is,” the clerk returned

¢What name did he give ?’

¢Stoneham, sir. James Stoneham.’
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The manager looked at Trowbridge.

‘Your friend’s Christian name was James,
was it not 2’ he inquired.

“Yes,” Jack answered. ¢But that may, of
course, be a mere coincidence.’

“Of course, of course,” answered the other.
‘ But coincidences are sometimes strange things.
Have you any more questions you would like
to put to the clerks?’
« ‘No, thank you,” said Jack. ‘I am very
much obliged to them for the trouble they
have taken.’

.The two men accordingly left the room,
and Jack and the manager were once more
alone.

¢The matter grows more and more perplex-
ing every minute,” said the former. ¢ Of course,
this Mr. Stoncham may be my friend, and in
that case he is alive. If it Is not he, I, for one,
can only believe him to be dead. How on
earth can I satisfy myself as to his identity 2’

¢ Let me think,” said the manager, once more
placing his hands in the position I have already
indicated. ‘The vessel does not call anywhere
until she reaches St. Vincent. If I may make
a suggestion this is what I should advise you
to do. I should send a telegram to the cap-
tain asking him to cause a notice to be posted



72 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

in the first-class saloon and in the steerage,
imploring James Ormby, if he is on board the
ship, to communicate with you by cable before
the ship leaves the port. If he is on board.
it cannot fail to catch his eye. At the same
time, if you like, I will send a telegram to the
captain instructing him to reply by wire as
to whether this Mr. Stoneham is marked upon
the forehead as you describe. That, taken
into conjunction with your telegram, should,
surely set matters at rest so far as the Mar-
whal is concerned.’

Jack saw the wisdom contained in this
suggestion and gladly fell in with it.

‘I cannot express my gratitude to you,” he
said. ‘As you say, this course should go a
long way towards settling matters. With your
permission I will write the telegram and send
it to you together with a cheque which I
should be obliged if you would fill in for the
cost, whatever it may be. As you may
suppose, this has been a terrible shock to my
sister. It will be a long time before she will
get over it.’

‘We must hope for the best,’” the manager
replied. ‘It may not be as serious as you
suppose.’

Jack, however, only shook his head.
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After he had thanked the manager for his
trouble, he shook hands and departed. As
he passed through the outer office he paused
to ask Simpson if his colleague were aware
what amount of luggage the mysterious Mr.
Stoneham took on board with him. This,
unfortunately, proved to be a question Elliott
could not offer any satisfactory reply to.

After once more thanking the men for the
trouble they had taken, Trowbridge left the
office. For a moment he paused on the pave-
ment as if he were nob quite certain in what
direction he should proceed in order to reach
his hotel. Then, having made up his mind,
he turned to his right and sct off along the
crowded pavement. During that momentary
pause, however, he had noticed, standing on
the other side of the street, a short and some-
what forcign-looking individual, wearing afrock-
coat and silk hat. Never having seen the
man before Trowbridge paid but little atten-
tion to him, but when he reached the next cross-
street and became aware that the stranger
was walking level with him the matter struck
him as, being somewhat out of the common.
To reach the thoroughfare in which his hotel
was situated it was necessary for him to cross
the road and turn to the left.
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‘If I see anything of the man when I am
round the corner I shall feel sure that he is
following me,” he said to himself.

To make sure of this he stopped at a print--
shop window and stood for some moments
intently regarding the contents. The opposite
side of the street was reflected in the glass as
clearly as a mirror.

‘BEgad! he s following me,” he muttered.
‘Now, what on earth can be his reason for soy
doing ? TI’ll swear I’ve never seen the fellow
before.’

The stranger had walked on a fow yards and
was now, in his turn also, gazing into a shop
window. '

‘I’ll just try him once more to make sure,’
said Jack, ‘and then I’ve a good mind to ask
him point blank what he means. I object to
having my footsteps dogged.’

Leaving the window of the print-shop, he
walked on faster than before, and then turned
sharp round into a narrow street. This he
found brought him into a small square, sur-
rounded by dingy offices on every side. There
happened to be a small stationer’s shorr at the
further end, and towards this he made his way.
Entering, he asked the shopman to show him
some drawing-paper, and while the latter was
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producing his ware looked out into the square.
He was not disappointed in what he expected
to see there, for the man who had been follow-
ing him was now pacing up and down on the
opposite side. Having purchased some paper
and paid for it, Trowbridge left the shop deter-
mined to have a discussion with his shadower.
To his surprise, however, the fellow had dis-
appeared and was not to be seen anywhere.

¢ ‘This is getting more inexplicable every
minute,” muttered Trowbridge to himself. ‘I
should like to know what game the fellow is
playing. Surely he can’t be in league with
the man who sent me that anonymous message ?
By Jove! he might be. And, if so, what
ought I to do?’

It did not take him long to make up his
mind, and, having made sure that the stranger
was not following him, he hailed a hansom
and bade the driver take him to the police-
station. In less than a quarter of an hour
he was closeted with a prominent member of
the detective force, had explained to him the
interest he took in what was now called ‘The
Famout Ormby Case,” of the letter he had
received, and of the way his movements had
been shadowed that morning.

‘It’s a strange business altogether,” said the
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officer. ‘You say that the anonymous letter
was thrown into your study late at night ?’

‘Yes. After my household had retired to
rest,” answered Jack.

‘That would seem to suggest that the writer
either lived in the neighbourhood or had
friends who did. 'What seems to me so strange
is the fact that they should have sent you a
message at all. If your friend has really left
for South America, what possible interesk
could they have in letting you into his secret,
especially if it is through their agency that
he was driven away? Then, again, supposing
that this man who has been following you is
in the secret, how can your movements affect
him? The only solution I can offer is that
they wanted to get you away for a time. How
does that strike you?’

¢ There may be something in it,” Jack replied.
‘T do not pretend, however, to be able to read
the riddle. The whole matter is beyond me.
I can make neither head nor tail of it.’

‘The folk in town do not seem to be able
to make head nor tail of it either,” said the
officer. <One thing, however, so far ag*we are
concerned, is quite plain. That is, we must
find out who the man is who is shadowing you,
and, if possible, his reasons for so doing. That
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accomplished, we may be able to grope our
way a little further in the darkness that sur-
rounds the case. If you will return to your
hotel, I will put a man on to watch this gentle-
man, for in all probability he will be on the
lookout for you there. You are quite sure,
I suppose, that he does not know you have
come here ?’

‘T feel certain that he does not,” Jack
answered. ‘I was going to tackle him my-
self, but he mysteriously disappeared. Then
I came on here as quickly as I could.’

Tt would bo just as well to be certain on
that point, said the other. ‘If you will
accompany me I will take you to a window
where you can see the length of the street
without being seen by any one outside.’

Jack followed him to another room where
there was a small window. He searched the
street up and down, but without discovering
any sign of the man in question.

¢No, he is not there; he said. ¢He has
evidently missed me for the time being.’

¢Pardgn me for a moment,” said the detec-
tive, ‘and™I will show you the man who will
keep watch outside your hotel.’

He left the room, and when he returned was
gecompanied by a quiet, solemn-looking per-
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sonage, who resembled a Methodist preacher
more than a detective.

His superior briefly furnished him with the
facts of the case, after which Jack gave him
as good a description of the man he was to
watch as he could well remember.

‘You must keep your eye on him until you
find out who he is and where he hails from,
and then report to me. You say you are
returning to town, Mr. Trowbridge, by the
afternoon train ?’

‘That is my intention, unless it is necessary
for me to stay in Liverpool In that case I'
will willingly do so.”

‘I don’t think there is any nced for you to
postpone your journey,” said the officer. ‘We
cannot take any action against this man even
if we do find out who he is. We can keep him
under our eye, however, and by finding out
who he is, endeavour to throw some light
upon the whole affair. If my surmises are
correct, he will watch' you until you leave, and
then communicate the fact of your return to
the south to those who are employing. him.’

After thanking the detective for his courtesy,
Jack returned to his hotel. As he made his
way down the street he looked about him for
the man he expected to find there, but withoud
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discovering him. This caused him to wonder
whether or not he had not been mistaken in
supposing that the other had been shadowing
him. When in the middle of his luncheon,
however, he chanced to look out and see that
individual standing on the other side of the
way, he felt sure that his original supposition
was correct. The house immediately behind
his follower was a restaurant, and, seated at
% table at the window, Jack observed the grave
countenance of the detective whose services
had been placed at his disposal.

After he had finished his meal he made his
way to the writing-room, where he composed
the telegram suggested by the manager of the
Mitcham Steamship Company. In it he asked
the captain to post a notice requesting James
Ormby, if he were on board the Marwhal, to
cable to his friend, John Trowbridge, to whom
his absence was causing the keenest grief.
Then, having signed a cheque drawn in favour
of the Mitcham Steamship Company, he sealed
the letter and despatched it to their offices by
one of the hotel servants. Then he was at
liberty to“disport himself as he pleased until
the hour should arrive for him to make his way
to the railway station. How to amuse him-
self he did not know, but eventually he left the
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hotel, engaged a cab, and informed the driver
that he could show him such beauties of the
city as could be crammed into the space of an
hour and a half. While he was giving his
directions he glanced casually across the street
and noticed that his shadower had become
aware of his exit.

Then he entered the cab and drove off, and
in an aimless fashion explored street after
street, made the acquaintance of a variety of
shipping, a large number of unsavoury back
streets, and at last found himself back at the
hotel once more.

‘If you like to wait for ten minutes you
can drive me to the railway station,” said Jack
to his cabman. ‘I shan’t be longer than
that.’

¢ All right sir,’ said the man, touching his
hat, ‘1’1l wait.’

As Jack observed, there was some one else
waiting too. The little man in the frock-coat
had made his appearance on the opposite side
while he was speaking, and was now staring
into a shop window, as if preparatory tq buying
all it contained. Some thirty or Jorty yards
down the pavement, and on the same side as
the hotel, talking to the policeman on the
beat, was the detective from the police-station,
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who from time to time glanced across at the
man he was so carefully keeping in view.

Jack made his way into the hotel, called for
and settled his bill, tipped the waiter and hall-
porter, and, when his bag had been brought
from his bedroom, made his way into the street.
His spy was in the act of engaging a hansom
as he took his seat.

When he reached the station he made
jnquiries as to the platform from which his
train would leave, and made his way thence.
He had not been there many minutes before
the .man he was expecting put in an appear-
ance, followed by the detective. The former,
after having satistied himsclf that he had not
made a mistake, seated himself by the book-
stall, turning his head now and again in the
direction of the train which was already drawn
up beside the platform. The detective, on the
other hand, paced up and down as if he were
awaiting the arrival of some friend.

Having procured all the literature he would
require for the journey Trowbridge seated
himself in a first-class carriage, and lit a
cigar. “"From his seat he was able to see both
men.

Five minutes later the porters were calling
upon passengers to take their seats, and Jack
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had the pleasure of seeing the spy make his
way towards the telegraph office.

‘He’s wiring his friends that I have left
Liverpool,” he said to himself. ‘I wonder if
the police will be able to find out who those
friends are ¢’

Then the train moved slowly out of the
station, and for the time being, at least,
Liverpool was a place of the past.

What with one change and another it was
nearly midnight by the “time he reached Great
Brackford. "As may be supposed, he was
thoroughly tired out, but, weary though, he
was, glad enough to sit up and tell his sister all
that had befallen him during his absence from
her. She, poor girl, had passed a miserable
time. Unfortunately, the news he had been
able to bring back with him was not of a
character calculated to afford her much relief.

Next morning he was smoking a pipe in his
study, when his butler entered with a card
upon a salver. He glanced at it to find to his
astonishment that it bore the name of
¢Gonsalvez Ferdinand d’Alvaro.’
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CHAPTER V

Jack Trowsrinar would be a hypocrite indeed
if he were to pretend that he received the
announcement of Mongieur d’Alvarc’s name
without a vast amount of astonishment. At
that moment he was the last person he
expected to see, and, to confess the truth, he
“was-somewhat at a loss to understand to
what he might attribute his call. He rose
immediately, however, to meet his tenant.
As usual I’Alvaro was irreproachably dressed,
and presented a handsome appearance as he
entered the room. His dark hair and beard,
and his cold, black cyes, were in admirable con-
trast with his sallow complexion. Taken alto-
gother his was a personality that would be likely
to command attention wherever he might go.
As Trowbridge looked at him the conviction
was forced upon him that this was not at all
the sorf of .tian he would care to quarrel with.

¢Good-morning, Mr. Trowbridge,” D’Alvaro
commenced, speaking in English, with scarcely
a trace of foreign accent. ‘As I happened
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to be passing in this direction I took the
liberty of dropping in upon you in order to
discuss a small matter with you.’

‘I am very glad to see you,” Jack replied,
motioning him to a chair. ‘I hope, however,
it is not due to the fact that there is anything
wrong at the Castle that you have called to
sec me ?’

¢Oh dear, no,” the other answered, with a
smile.  “To be candid with you, I have com'e
to beg a favour of you. At the end of what
is called Long Walk, you may remember,
there exists a wooden gate, which, so-the
keepers tell me, has been nailed up for many
years. It opens, I understand, on a side-road,
and what I want is your permission to restore
it to its former use. Of course at the expira-
tion of my tenancy it might be made secure
again, should you desire it.’

*You are quite welcome to do as you please
with it,” said Jack, not, however, without some
wonderment that his tenant should have
come to see him on such a trivial matter. <1
fancy my father had it nailed up on account
of the gipsies who more than oncs forced the
lock, and entered the preserves from that side.
I trust that you have found everything to
your satisfaction at the Castle ?’
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¢ Most satisfactory,’ said the other. ‘Indeed,
it could not be more so. We have settled
comfortably, and I am exceedingly obliged to
you for all the trouble you have taken.’

I was only too glad to find a good tenant,’
was'Jack’s rejoinder. ‘I have been trying to
let the place for some time, but until you
approached me, through your agent, I had
not had an offer that was worth accepting. I
hope Madame d’Alvaro will enjoy her stay
in the neighbourhood.’

‘Pardon me, but there is no Madame
~d’Alvaro,” the other replied, with a smile.
‘I am a bachelor, and I fear am likely to
remain one.’

‘I must beg your pardon,” said Jack; ‘but
I was at the railway station when you arrived,
and seeing a lady with you I naturally con-
cluded that she was your wife.”

¢No,” he answered, with a slight contraction
of his brows; ‘the lady you saw with me is
my ward.’

Tt was evident from his abrupt manner of
speakmg that the subject was not altogether
convenient io him, for he immediately changed
it by inquiring after the sporting capabilities
of the neighbourhood. He mentioned that he
~was extremely fond of shooting and also that
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he intended to hunt when the season came
round.

‘I have never tried your English fox-
hunting,” he remarked; ¢but I have hunted
almost everything else, my fellow-man in-
cluded, since I was a boy. I hope to have
the pleasure of meeting the Master of the
Hounds at an early date, and I trust he will
permit me to do whatever I can in the further-
ing of such a noble sport.’ :

‘I am quite sure he will,” said Jack, with
a hearty laugh. ¢ Where his beloved hounds
are concerned, Beverill has no conscience. T,
believe he is the most arrant money-grubber
in that respect that ever sat in a saddle. He
will certainly allow you to help him.’

‘I shall be only too pleased,” returned
D’Alvaro.  ‘By the way, I am extremely
sorry to hear this bad news about Mr.
Hornby. I understand that he is a friend
of yours ¢’

¢Mr. Ormby,” corrected Jack. *Yes, it is a
very bad business. I would give a great
deal to know what it all means. He is my
oldest friend, and I am naturally very much
grieved.’

‘ Have the police no clue? Did he leave no
trace at all behind him ?’
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‘None whatever,” Jack replied. ¢The last
person to sce him was his groom, who watched
him walk away with a tall stranger Since
‘then nothing has been heard of him.’

‘But d1d not the groom recognise the
stranger ! 1 should have thought that that
would lead to something.’

‘No. The man says that he would not
know him again if he were to see him.’ '
~ Then, with a confidence in other people that
is one of his most charming characteristics,
Jack went on to describe to his tenant the
anonymous letter he had received, and the
journey to Liverpool to which it had given
rise. He told him of the manner in which
he had been followed while in the city, and
of the telegram he had sent to meet the
Marwhal at St. Vincent.

‘From what you have told me, said
ID’Alvaro, ‘I am inclined to believe that you
will receive a message from that port saying
that your friend is on, board and that he will
write from Monte Video to explain matters
to yon.’

‘T sincerely trust that that may be so,” Jack
continued. ¢Nevertheless, I am not at all
easy in my mind. However, I have no right
to bore you with my troubles, just when you
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are new to the neighbourhood. Doubtless you
have grown weary of the subject already.’

‘That would be impossible,” returned the
other politely. ‘I am, of course, anxious to
express to you my sympathy in your trouble.
Now I must wish you good-morning, and
thank you again- for the permission you have
given me to make use of that gate.’

Jack begged him not to mention it, and
then escorted him to the front door, where a,
neat mail phaeton was drawn up.

‘Whatever else he may lack,’ said Jack,
‘he possesses excellent taste in horseflesh.
That off-side animal is about as near per-
fection as it is possible for him to be.’

When the other had disappeared down the
drive he returned to his study, to find his
sister there awaiting his coming.

‘Who was that with you?’ she asked
eagerly, as if she hoped it might be a
messenger with good tidings.

‘Our tenant at the Castle, Monsieur
d&’Alvaro,” Jack replied. ‘He came to ask
permission to open that old gate at the end
of the Long Walk, a somewhat needless
request, so it seems to me. The place is his
property for the time being, and he has a
perfect right to open the gate, should he
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desire to do so, without consulting me. How-
ever, I suppose he wanted to be polite, so I
should not grumble.’

" «I don’t like his face, Jack, said Dot. *It
made me shudder when I saw it.’

“Good gracious! And why?’

‘I cannot tell you, except %&t it seemed to
me to be cruel’

‘On the other hand, it struck me as being
Sxceedingly prepossessing. He is not half
so foreign as I expected he would be. His
English is exceptionally good, and he does
not gesticulate as do so many foreigners. By
the way, the lady about whom I spoke to
you turns out to be his ward and not his
wife or his daughter. You will have to call
upon her.’

Dot uttered a little cry.

¢Oh, Jack, not now,’ she said. ¢TI could not
go out anywhere now. You must not ask me.’

In a moment, Jack was repentant.

‘Forgive me, Dot,” he said. ‘For the
minute I had forgotten poor Jim. It has
been the first time he has been out of my
thoughts siice we heard the news.’

Dot threw her arms round his neck and
cried softly on his shoulder.

“Unless we can find him I shall never be
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happy again,” she said. ¢Is there nothing
we can do for him ?’

‘We can only wait and hope,’ answered
Jack. ‘We know that the police are doing
all in their power to discover his whereabouts,
and we could not leave the case in better hands.’

‘But it is the waiting, the terrible anxiety
that kills,” she went on. ‘Day and night I
am thinking of him and picturing all sorts of
horrors that may have happened to him, until
hope seems dead. If it lasts much longer I
believe I shall go mad. And to think that
only such a short time ago I was so happy !’

“‘And let’s hope you will be so again,’
returned her brother. ¢If Jim is on the
Marwhal on the way to South America, he is
almost certain to telegraph to us from St.
Vincent, and then your fears will be set at
rest.’

‘He is not on board the ship,’” returned his
sister, in the tone of one who speaks with
conviction. ‘I am syre of that as I am of
anything. Do you think he would have gone
to Liverpool and have sailed from England
without sending me a line to say why or where
he was going? No, Jack, you do not believe
that any more than I do.’

¢ It certainly seems very improbable,” replied
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her brother, ‘but we do not know under what
circumstances he went away. From what I
gathered the ship sailed immediately he
arrived on board, and as the train by which
he travelled—that is to say if he left London
by the early morning train—did not arrive
at Liverpool more than an hour before she
left, he would certainly not have had time to
write youn a letter.’ '
./ ¢But he would have sent me a telegram.
It is very good of you to try to comfort me,
Jack, but at present I fear it is impossible.’

‘Try to bear up as well as you can,” said Jack.
‘I know how terrible the blow has been to
you, and I would have given anything to have
been able to spare you. We may hear some-
thing from the police to-day.’

But though they waited anxiously, no news
reached them, In the afternoon Jack ordered
his dogecart and drove into the town to make
inquiries for himself. He was, however, in no
way successful. Further search had been
made by the local police about the neighbour-
hood, but up to that time they had dlscovered
nothmO* that would tend to throw a light upon
the myste1 y. They had heard nothmcr from
Liverpool regarding the man who had followed

~Jack about that city.
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¢ They are just as puzzled at headquarters as
we are,” said the officer in charge. ‘They’ve
got two of their best men on the job, and up
to the present it’s fairly beaten them. The
papers are making a great fuss about it,
sir.’

He said this with an air of pride, feeling,
doubtless, that he was in a great measure a
participator in the honour that Great Brack-
ford was deriving from this mysterious case.

¢ They ’re making a great deal too much fuss
about it,” said Jack angrily.

“We had the Earl of Castle Fergo here this
morning, sir,” continued the other. ¢He came
down here by train to make inquiries himself.
Perhaps you know his lordship ?’

‘I have met him,” Jack replied ; but did not
add that he thoroughly detested the old peer.
¢ Did he seem to be much distressed ?’

‘Well, sir, between ourselves, I can’t say
that he did. He asked a lot of questions, and
told us to be sure to let him know at once if
there were any news. He said that he was on
the eve of leaving for America, “and that all
this confounded mystery would déetain him in
England.” Those were his words, sir, just as
he spoke them. He said that his sons had
always been a trouble to him in their lives,
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and now he supposed that this one was going
to be by his death.’

¢TI am almost inclined to agree with him,’
Jack remarked.

Having no desire to discuss the matter with
the officer he bade him good-night and pro-
cecded into the street once more. It was a
lovely evening, and the little town appeared
drowsy after the noonday heat. The High
Street was well-nigh deserted, and a vagrant
cur was stretched out asleep on the steps of
the Town Hall. Bidding his groom follow
him -with the trap, Jack sauntered along the
pavement until he came to a fishing-tackle
shop. This he entered. As he was about to
leave it again, he encountered at the door a
stout, burly personage, who was none other
than the principal doctor of the town.

“Good afternoon, squire,’ said the man of
"medicine. ¢ You are the very man of all others
T want to sece. If I hadn’t met you I should
have written you to-night.’

¢In that case I have saved you the trouble,’
said Jack. “What is it you want to ask me?
If you are Poing to request the favour of
my company at another horse fair I’ll tell you
before you commence that you can spare your-
sclf the trouble, for I'll not go.’
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The doctor laughed heartily—an honest
laugh that did as much good in a sick-room as
any physic he might prescribe.

‘You needn’t fear on that score,’ he said,
putting his hand upon the other’s shoulder.
“You shall go with me to no more fairs.’

‘Then what is it 2’

“You remember young Samuel Brett, son
of Tom Brett, of Langsdale? The lad who
was so badly mauled by poachers a year
back ?’

‘ Yes, perfectly,” Jack replied. < What about
him ?’

‘Well, he’s been very ill thesc two montha
past. In fact, he’s only just out of hospital.
They are full at Langsdale, or they would
have taken him on again. As it is he can get
nothing to do. I want to know if you can find
him a billet ? It would be a great charity if
you would, for I can assure you that the young
fellow is is in dire straits. You know enough
of him to be sure of his honesty, and I under-
stand that he would make a first-rate under-
keeper. 'What do you think you can do ?’

‘I’'m not certain that I can ‘do anyching,’
said Jack. ¢I will think it over, however. As
you are aware, now that I have given up the
Castle, I have no need for keepers, otherwise
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I would take him on myself—for a time at
least.’

‘T suppose the new tenant at the Castle is
ndt in want of a man?’

‘I’m not sure, but I might try. 1 have no
idea what arrangements he has made.’

‘Well, if you can do anything I shall be
deeply grateful to you,’ said the doctor. ¢And
so, I am sure, will Brett.’

«Jack promised to bear the matter in mind,
and then went out to his cart, As he drove
slowly down the street he recalled the fact that
the last time he had secn the young man in
‘question had been when he had last shot at
Langsdale Park, and then poor Jim Ormby had
been one of the party. While he was thinking
of this the memory of a certain beautiful face
rose before his mind’s eye.

‘By Jove!” he muttered to himself. ¢There’s
<y excuse ready made.’

Without more ado he whipped up his horse
and left the town at a smart pace. Having
crossed the old bridge he turned to the left,
and followed the road along until he reached
the Castle gatés. They were closed, but the
old lodge-keeper, who had known him since
Le was a baby, opencd them to him with a
smile of welcome upon her wrinkled face.
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Is Mr. d’Alvaro at home, Mrs. Penney ?”’
Jack asked, after he had inquired after her
health and that of her husband.

“Yes, sir. I am almost sure he is,’ the
woman replied. ¢ Leastways, he hasn’t passed
through these gates this afternoon.’

‘Well, I shall very soon be able to find out,’
the young man replied, and continued his way
up the drive.

There are few finer residences in this dedr
old land of ours than Streffon Castle. Indeed,
I have heard it compared favourably with
several larger and better known places. . The
Castle itself is more than a mile from the’
lodge gates, the drive to it for the most part
running through plantations where rabbits
scurry about on business of so much import-
ance that they have scarcely time to stop and
look at you, and gorgeous cock pheasants
strut to and fro as if there were no such
thing as a shooting season. After the planta-
tions you skirt a miniature lake, where Jack
was once well-nigh drowned as a boy, and
then after passing under an arch you find
yourself in a large courtyard where is the front
door. As Jack entered it he found it difficult
to realise that he was entering the home of his
forefathers in the capacity of a stranger. The
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‘old place was filled with associations for him,
He could recall the night, so many years ago,
when the snow was on the ground, and the
waits had come to sing in the courtyard, he
and Dot had been carried, swaddled up, to the
window to hear them. He could remember
the day of his father’s funeral, and the mourn-
ful procession which had wound its way down
the drive; also the day on which he and his
sister had ‘said farewell to the old place, fearing
that it would never be possible for them to
live there again.

When his groom had ascertained that Mr.
d’Alvaro was at home he left the dogecart and
entered the house. The portraits of his an-
cestors looked down on him as if in greeting,
as he followed the butler along the hall to the
room which had been his father’s study in
bygone days. Nothing had been changed in
jt, but it came to Jack as a shock to find a
stranger seated in his father’s chair, the same
in which he had so often curled himself up
with a book when he was a boy.

“This is exceedingly kind of you, Mr. Trow-
bridge,® D’Alvaro began, as he advanced to
shake hands. ‘I was wondering whether any
one would take pity upon my loneliness.’

‘I have come to see you,” said Jack, ‘on

G
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behalf of some one else. A friend of mine is
very much interested in & young man who was
underkeeper near here. He has been very ill
and has just left the hospital. The place he
occupied before his illness has been filled up,
and my friend and I am trying to obtain
another situation for him. I do not know what
arrangements you have made, but I deemed
it possible that you might be able to find
an opening for him. He’s an honest, hard-
working fellow, and if you were to take him on
I do not think you would regret it. I would
do so my self but that T have no work for such
a man.’

‘I will speak to my head-keeper about it,’
sald D’Alvaro. ‘I am afraid, however, that I
shall not be able to oblige you. I fancy he has
as many men as he wants. From what he tells
me I gather that the neighbourhood is a very
quiet one, and that what little poaching thers
is done is not of a very serious character. At
the same time, it is always as well to know
of a good man, and, should there be room for
him, I should be glad to avall myself of his
services.’

For some reason or another Jack felt that his
companion was not best pleased to see him.
For a man usually so self-possessed he was



THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 99

nervous and ill at ease. More than once he
glanced nervously at the door, as if he were
fearing some one might enter. Moreover, his
conversation was disjointed and fragmentary,
showing plainly that his thoughts were not
fixed upon the matter in hand. At last Jack
rose to go, not a little chagrined by the fact
that the other had not offered to introduce
him to his ward. Though I’Alvaro pressed
him to remain a little longer, he could see that
it was only for politeness’ sake, and that his
host was in reality extremely anxious to be rid
of him.

* “If you can find an opening for young
Brett,” said Jack, as they passed down the
hall, once more, ‘I shall probably hear from
you?’

‘You may count upon hearing from me in
any case, and you may be quite sure that I
will do the best I can for the man.’

The elderly foreign butler opened the door
and I’ Alvaro stood upon the steps until Jack
had mounted to his seat in the dogcart. Then,
with a wave of the hand, they bade each other
farewell, and the younger man drove out of
the courtyard.

‘Look here, Dinton,’ said Jack, as they
turned the corner by the rose-garden, ‘I
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think I’ll walk home. I haven’t had much
exercige to-day, and it will do me good.’

“Very good, sir,” said the man, as his master
descended. )

As Jack was well aware, by taking the first
turning to the left and following the path that
ran at the foot of the rose-garden, he could
reach what was known as the Long Walk, and
then go on through the plantation to the gate
concerning which Mr. d’Alvaro had called
upon him on the previous day. Then he could
follow the path across the meadows and so

,reach the Croft in something under half an
hour. It was a charming walk on a summer’s
evening, but he was by no means in the humour
to enjoy it.

Whether it was the fact that his old home
was in stranger’s hands, or whether it was that
he was weighed down by the mystery con-
nected with Jim Ormby, and the sorrow it had
brought on Dot, it is impossible to say. He
was more miserable, however, than he had been
for many along day. When he reached the end
of the terrace he turned and looked back across
the stately gardens to the Castle basking in
the sunshine. A thin wreath of grey smoke
curled up into the still air, while the rooks
cawed lazily in the elms behind the house.
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With a heavy sigh he resumed his walk,
passing from the terrace, by the little wicker
gate, into the plantation. On either side of
the path rabbits scurried away, the more ad-
venturous sitting up after they had travelled a
few yards, as if to discover who this strange
intruder might be; a wee grey squirrel
watched him thoughtfully from the bough of
a, beech-tree, and as it did not run to cover,
was evidently of the opinion that he was to be
trusted after all. When he was about half-
way through the plantation he found himself
turning, almost by instinct, from the main
track to another which led away to the left.
It had not been used for many years, and now
could scarcely be distinguished from the ground
on either side. It led, as he so well knew, to
a curious old ruin, all that remained of what
had once been a tower, the use of which no one
had been able to satisfactorily determine. In
bygone days Dot and he had been fond of
playing there, and it struck him now that he
would like to look at it once more. So thick
was thg plantaticn round the tower itself, that
the building was almost hidden and could not
be observed until one was close upon it.
Suddenly he stopped and listened. He was
the possessor of a sharp pair of ears and was
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not often to be deceived. There it was again!
There was not the least doubt about it! It
was the sound of a woman crying.

Ho hastened forward to see if it were in his
power to render any assistance. A woman,
dressed in black, was seated on a large heap of
masonry at the foot of the tower, and sobbing
as though her heart would break. On hearing
Jack’s step she looked up, and then sprang to
her feet. .

They had met at last! He was face to face
with the beautiful girl he had seen at the rail-
way station, and whom D’Alvaro had declared
to be his ward.
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CHAPTER VI

Waen Jack Trowbridge realised that he was
standing face to face with the beautiful girl he
had seen alighting from the train at Great
Brackford railway station, he could scarcely
conceal his surprise. That she was in dire
distress was evident, but what could he do to
comfort her? He knew nothing of her save
that D’Alvaro had declared her to be his ward.
However, as she was aware of his presence,
there was nothing for it but for him to speak,
even if she were to be offended with him for
having trespassed upon her privacy. He
accordingly raised his hat, and, advancing,
apologised for his intrusion.

‘I am afraid I am a double intruder,” he
said, ‘but T have been calling upon Monsieur
d’Alvaro, and walked through the plantation,
intending to leave the park by the gate at the
end of the Long Walk. This old place used
to be a favourite playground of mine in my
childhood, and I could not resist the tempta-
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tion of seeing it again. I am sorry to observe’
that you are in trouble. I hope you will not
deem me intrusive if I ask whether there s
anything I can do to help you?’

The girl looked up at him with startled eyes.

‘You should not be here,” she answered in
English, which she spoke with a slight foreign
accent. ‘Pray go at once. If they were to
see you it might do you much harm.’

What she meant Jack had not the least idea,
but he was conscious of one thing, and that
was that he was standing in the presence of
the loveliest woman he had ever seen in his
life.

‘I’'m afraid I don’t quite understand you,’
he said. ‘I can assure you, however, I am in
no danger.’

“Alas! you do not know,’ was the reply,
‘and I cannot tell you. But I implore you
to go.’ '

“If you really wish it, I will do so,” he said.
‘I cannot leave you, however, until I have
satisfied myself as to whether or not it is
impossible for me to help you. It is plain to
me that you are unhappy, perhaps yoti need
a friend ¥’

A deep sigh was the only answer, and her
eyes were flooded with tears.



THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 105

‘I have no friends,” she said, ‘and I am the
most miserable girl in the world.’

Jack seated himself on a stone beside her..
Her words had touched him more deeply than
she supposed.

¢ Until a few moments ago,” he said, ‘ we had
never spoken to each other. Even now I am
ignorant of your name. But, at the risk of
being impertinent, may I say that in me you
Have a friend upon whom you can rely, if only
you will do s0? My name is Trowbridge, and
I am the owner of this place

‘T thought that was so,” the girl answered.
‘You are like some of the pictures that hang in
the'hall. Tt is kind of you to offer to help me,
but you cannot do so. I thank you sincerely,
nevertheless, for your sympathy. Now I pray
you to leave me. If you were seen talking te
me here it would only add to my troubles and
‘might make Monsieur '—here she paused—
‘d’Alvaro take a dislike to you.’

A light began to dawn upon Jack, and under
its influence his heart seemed to turn to ice.
Here was the solution to the riddle, he told
‘himself. This beautiful girl was D’Alvaro’s
ward, and was soon to become his wife. Since
he had found her weeping, and she had admitted
that her guardian would be angry if he
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discovered them together, it was evident
that she did not look forward to the match
with pleasure.

“What a fool I must have been not to have
thought of that before,” he muttered. ‘Now I
can understand why D’Alvaro did not introduce
her to me. The fellow is evidently coercing
her into marrying him, and the poor girl does
not see any loophole of escape.’

Once more she turned to him and begged
him to leave her.

‘Before I do so,” he said, ¢ will you think me
rude if I ask you to tell me your name ?’

‘It is Inez de Montalva,’ she answered.
‘My father was a Spaniard, my mother an
Englishwoman, and it was from her that I
learnt to speak your language. Alas! my
poor mother !’

She wrung her hands as she spoke, and once
more her eyes filled with tears.

‘Inez de Montalva,’ said Jack to himself,
and he thought that, the words sounded like
the sweetest music.

‘Miss de Montalva,” he said, ‘do you believe
it is possible for friendship to spring ‘up at a
moment’s notice ?’

‘T am afraid I do not understand you,” she
said.
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‘I mean, do you think it possible for two
people to meet quite suddenly and by chance,
and for one of those persons to leap, as it were,
into a friendship that is as strong and honest
as if its growth had been the work of years ?’

‘I have never known such a thing,’ she
replied, ‘but I should not like to say that it
could not happen.’ ‘

‘If you will give me an opportunity, I will
-prove to you that it can happen,” he answered
earnestly, leaning forward to look into her face
as he spoke. ‘Give me the chance and you
will rot find another man who will do more
thas-T will to help you. If you like, I will
swear it by anything you care to name. My
only desire is to prove to you that I am in
earnest. I think I can guess your secret.’

She uttered a little ery of horror, and then
looked anxiously round her as if she were afraid
his words might be overheard.

‘* No, that is impossible,” she returned, in a
voice of alarm. ‘Yow could not guess that.
Oh, go, go for pity’s sake! If they see you
here with me it- will harm me more than you
can imagine.’

‘T would not have that happen for worlds,’
Jack replied, ‘and yet I cannot leave you in
, your trouble. Miss de Montalva, though you
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have not seen me before to-day, will you look
into my face and tell me whether you think I
should make you a good friend or not ¢’

She looked up at him fearlessly.

‘Yes,” she answered, ‘I think I could trust
you. But even that can do no good. Tam
beyond the reach of help.’

‘Never!’ Jack replied. *Surely if you knew
assistance was near you, you would avail your,
self of it, should occasion arise 2’

She shook her head.

‘I have already told you,” she said, ‘that
there can be no help for me—no help at all.’

Jack saw that it was useless discussing the
question with her. He therefore rose and
prepared to go.

‘Good-bye,” he said.

‘Good-bye,” she returned.

He bowed to her and then walked away
towards the path. Their interview had lasted
only a few minutes, but he felt that he had
known the girl all his life.

‘*Come what may,” he muttered, ‘that man
shall not have her. I see what his game is,
and I will fight him upon his own ground.
Good heavens! How beautiful she is! And
to be forced into a marriage with a man she
does not like! It’s barbarous!’
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Thinking these thoughts, he strolled along
through the plantation, sending the rabbits
scuttling in all directions. When within a
hundred yards or so of the gate he was anxious
to reach, he was greeted by a gruff voice.

‘Stop!’ it said. ‘I want a talk mit you.’

Jack turned and found himself confronted
with a burly man dressed in corduroys, and
carrying a gun upon his arm.

* ¢A keeper—and a foreigner,’ said Jack to
‘himself. ¢German, if I am any judge of such
matters.” Aloud, he added : ¢ Well, my friend
what do you want with me ?’

- ¢I want to know what you are doing mit
yourself here,” the other answered. ‘This is
brivate broperty, and you must not walk here.’

‘Indeed,” said Jack, running his eyes over
the burly man’s figure, and making a mental
note of its proportions. ¢ And did your master
give orders that the law against trespassers
was to be extended to his guests ?’

‘I know noddings about that,” answered the
keeper. ‘I only know that tresbassers are not
allowed, and I must ask you to go out.’

‘Thut is exactly what I am on my way to
do. If you care to, you are at liberty to walk
with me as far as the gate, in order to make
quite sure that I am off the premises.’
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‘Dot is just what I will do,” responded the
keeper.

Jack thereupon continued his walk until he
reached the gate which he had permitted
Monsieur d’Alvaro to open. Here he paused
and faced his conductor.

‘ Look here, my friend,” he said. ¢In order
that there may be no misunderstanding about
this business, it would be as well for you
to inform your master that the person you
accused of trespassing is his landlord, and
then we shall not be sailing under false
colours. Better still, here is my card. Give
it to him.’ :

He took a card from his pocket and handed
it to the other, who glanced at it and then
thrust it into the pocket of his coat. Then
Jack passed out through the gate, which was
closed and securely locked after him.

He had plenty of food for reflection as he
walked home that evening. He thought that
it was as plain as a pikestaft that D’Alvaro was
coercing his ward into marriage, and he had
a suspicion that the young lady was being kept
a prisoner until the ceremony should have
taken place.

‘The brute!’” he muttered to himself.
¢Never mind, from this moment he will have
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to fight me also. And I'll give him some-
thing to think of, I promise him.’

Filled with these amiable intentions, he
reached the Croft. It seemed as if days had
elapsed, instead of hours, since he had left it.
No further news concerning Ormby had keen
received in his absence, and Dot looked the
picture of despair.

That evening Jack was unusually silent.
Basy-going fellow that he was he quite under-
stood that he had reached the ecrisis of his life.
For the first time he was hopelessly, head over
heels, in love. That it was not a boyish
passion that would wear itself out he was quite
certain, and yet how futile it all seemed.
Without this girl, who had so suddenly and
unexpectedly come into his life, he felt
that he could not be happy. And yet what
apparently insurmountable difficulties stood
"between him and the attainment of his desire.
Again, supposing it were in his power to see
more of her, would she ever come to care
for him? She might like him as a friend, but
as nothing else. - Then another thought
occurrdd to him and made him even more
miserable than he was already. He had
settled it with himself that she was unhappy
because she was being forced into marriage
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with a man old enough to be her father,
Was it not also probable that some portion
of her misery might be caused by the fact
that, being compelled to marry D’Alvaro, she
was being torn from some one to whom she
had given her heart ?

‘In that case, I should stand no sort of
chance,” Jack said to himself. '

For the first time for many years his night’s
rest was seriously impaired. When eventually
he did sleep he dreamt that he was being
chased through the plantation by D’Alvaro,
assisted by the German keeper, and that Inez
de Montalva was calling to him from the ruins -
to save himself while he had time. '

Next morning there was still no news from
the police concerning the missing man. He
telegraphed to the Liberal authorities to know
if they had any tidings of him, but the only
reply he received was to the effect that the
stranger who had dodged his footsteps in
Liverpool had managed to give them the slip.
They lived, however, in the hope of soon
discovering his whereabouts,

‘Let’s hope they will,” said Jack, “with a
considerable amount of impatience. *It seems
to me that upon that gentleman everything
else depends.’



THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 113

That morning he persuaded Dot to come
with him for a walk. Leaving the house they
crossed the lawn, and made their way through
the shrubbery towards the little rustic bridge
which spans the stream that had been so
carefully searched by the police a few days
before. .

In taking his sister with him Jack had a
definite purpose in view. Labouring as she
was under weight of her anxiety it had occurred
to him that nothing would be better calculated
to distract her thoughts than the recital of his
own woes. He set to work, therefore, and
described to her the events of the previous
afternoon, from the time of his meeting the
doctor in the shop at Brackford to the time of
his leaving the park at the invitation of the
German keeper. He explained the state of
his own feelings towards the girl, and his fears
regarding her relationship with Monsieur
d’Alvaro.

‘ But, Jack, are you quite serious when you
say that you love this Inez de Montalva ?
It has gll been so sudden.’

‘T am as serious as I have ever been in my
life,” her brother replied. ‘I give you my
word, Dot, that if Miss de Montalva would
be my wife to-morrow I would make her such.
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I have laughed at men who have talked about
love at first sight, but I can say now that I
most firmly and truly believe that it is possible
for a man to fall in love in what one might
almost call a lightning flash. But whatam I
todo? What can T do? We had never met
really face to face until yesterday, and though
I did not put the question to her, I feel
convinced that D’Alvaro intends to make her
his wife. If you had been a witness of her
misery you would have pitied her from the
bottom of your heart. Now, what am I to
do? T cannot let him have her, and yet I do
not see how I can win her for myself. .If you
could only see her, Dot, you would not wonder
at my love for her.’

‘I would do anything in the world, Jack, to
help you,” said his sister. ‘I do not see, how-
ever, what I can do. From what you have
told me I gather that she is being closely
guarded, and I should say it is quite evident
that Monsieur d’Alvaro does not intend that
any one shall be permitted to go near her.’

‘That is my opinion exattly,’ Jack answered.
‘But perhaps the rule might be a little re-
laxed on your behalf. Could you not call and
endeavour to get an interview with her ?’

He had no sooner spoken than he regretted
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his action. At such a time it was only natural
that Dot should not feel in the humour for
paying visits of ceremony, but whatever her
feelings may have been she replied with a
smiling face to the effect that she was quite
willing to make the attempt, if by so doing
she could assist matters at all. Accordingly,
that afternoon, she drove over to the Castle.
I¢ may be imagined with what impatience her
brother awaited her return. The minutes
seemed like hours and the hours like days
until he hastened out to receive her. They
passed into the drawing-room together, and
when Jack had carefully closed the door he
inquired as to the success sheshad met with.

‘Jack, she is lovely indeed,” said his sister.
‘The description you gave me of her was
not in the least exaggerated. I have never
met such a beautiful creature in my life.’

‘I knew you would say that,’” her brother
answered. ‘But tell me all that occurred.
Where did you see her? What did she say
to you? And did she’seem very unhappy ?’

‘My edecar Jack, you must not run on so
fast,’ said Dot. -1 will tell you all that
happened, but it must be in my own way.’

She seated herself in an easy-chair, spread
ker gloves in her lap and smoothed them out
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as if that were a preliminary that must be
accomplished.

¢‘In the first place I drove to the Castle, as
you know, and when I got there I told John
to inquire if Miss de Montalva was at home.
The butler seemed rather surprised that I
should know her name, but- when John
returned to the carriage it was with the
information that the lady was not receivirg
visitors. I thought it rather funny, as you
may suppose, but left cards and drove away.’

‘Then you did not see her after all,” said her
brother, in a tone of deep disappointment. _ .

‘How should I know what she is hke if I
didn’t ?” returned his sister. ¢ Listen patiently
and you shall hear. We had left the house
and were half-way down the drive, when I
saw a lady walking down the Court path.
Her back was towards me, but I was quise
sure in my own mind of her identity. I
immediately stopped the carriage and got out.
By walking quickly' I managed to overtake
her and then introducsd myself. I told her
how I had been up to thé house to eall upon
her, and regretted that she was not receiving
visitors., I also told her that I was your
sister and mentioned the fact that you had
seen her on the previous afternoon. Jack, I
don’t know whether I am right in saying so,
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‘bt I am not quite sure that the coincidence
you mentioned to me this morning has not
taken place on her side.’

“What do you mean?’ Jack inquired.
His heart was beating as if it would suffo-
cate him.

‘I only know that when I mentioned you
to her she became very agitated. I asked her
if she would come and lunch with us, but
whe declared that she could not do so. Her
guardian does not approve of her going out
anywhere. It’s a terrible life for her, poor
girl. She seems very unhappy. Without
being too curious I endeavoured to find out
some of her history, but without success. Do
you know, Jack, I cannot help thinking that
there is something more behind this than
we imagine. If it is merely a question of
marriage, why does not Monsieur d’Alvaro
aurry matters forward? He would only have
to obtain a special license and the matter is at
an end once and for all. That she is afraid of
him I am quite sure.’

‘How do you know that?’ Jack inquired.

‘Because you should see them together,’
Dot replied. ¢After that you would have no
sort of doubt.’

‘But have you seen them together ?’

*Yes, he came upon us, just as I was about
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to leave her. What was more, he did ngt"
seem best pleased to see me. Miss de Mon-
talva introduced me to him, and the look he
gave me would have chilled an iceberg. - 1
told him that I had invited his ward to
luncheon, and when he heard this the expres-
sion upon his face would have frightened me
had I not made up my mind to defy him.

¢“My ward is at present not accepting any
invitations,” he said, with marked emphasis:
“TLater on, if you will allow her, I am sure
she will be very glad to partake of your
hospitality.”

¢This was not encouraging,” Dot continued ;
‘but T did not give in. “ You must find it
very dull here,” Iqemarked to her, but before
she could reply her guardian had again thrust
in his oar. “Miss Montalva has her own
sources of amusement,” he said, with what
I could almost declare was a sneer upon his
face. “She is accustomed to leading a quiet
life, and I have no desire that her stay in
England should induce her to break through
the rule.”

‘ By this time we had reached the carriage,
and I was about to bid them good-bye. Just
at that moment a telegraph boy made his
appearance round the corner of the drive,
and came to where we were standing. He
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fanded a message to Monsieur d’Alvaro, and
stood at a little distance waiting for an answer.
Having obtained my permission the tyrant
opened the envelope and withdrew the con-
tents. A heavy frown made its appearance
on his brow as he read, but it was nothing to
the ghastly pallor that had appeared on the
face of his ward. For a moment I thought
that she was about to faint, and prepared to
«catch her. Then D’Alvaro informed the boy
that there was no answer, and thrust the
message into his pocket. Seeing that I could
do nothing more I bade them good-bye and
.drove home, feeling quite sure of two things—
one that she 1s desperately unhappy, and the
other that she lives in terrog of him.’

‘What can be done?’ Jack inquired. I
can’t go to the house and ask to see her, and
to attempt to obtain D’Alvaro’s permission to
speak to her would be worse than useless. At
the same time it is impossible to let her go on
in this miserable state. Rather than let her
marry him I would rui any risk in the world.
Can you advise me, Dot ?’

‘I’'m afraid I can’t, Dot replied. ‘I am
willing to help you, however, in whatever way
I can’

‘I know that,’ he answered. ‘It seems
selfish of me to worry you with my troubles
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at such a time as this. Please Heaven, hqws:
ever, our affairs will come right in the end. I
wish to goodness now that I had made more
inquiries about Monsieur d’Alvaro. I wonder
if the agents would be able to tell me anything
about him? They would scarcely have advised
me to take him as a tenant if they did not’
know more than a little about him. I’ll drop
them a line to-night and tell them to let me
know all they can discover. That may be of.
assistance to us.

Having thanked his sister for what she ha.d
done he left the drawing-room and made his
way to his study to write the letter in_
question. That accomplished he went to the
stables to inspect 3 horse that had gone lame,
had an interview with his bailiff, smoked a
couple of cigarettes as he watched the cows
trailing back from the milking-pans to the
meadows, across which the evening shadows-
were slowly falling, and then returned to the
house, uncertain as to what he should do
next.

Always with him was ‘the remembrance of a
pair of lustrous dark eyes that seemed to gaze
into his with a look that told of the deepest
trouble.

After dinner he donned a light coat, lit a
cigar, and went for a walk. He found it well-.
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tgh impossible to stay in the house, and yet
he had no definite object in going out. His
one desire was to be alone with his own
thonghts and to endeavour to come to some
understanding with himself concerning his
future actions. Passing into the highroad he
walked steadily on through the village until
he reached the cross-roads, one of which led
from Great Brackford to the Castle. It was
% lovely moonlight night, so light indeed was
it that it would have been almost possible to
read in it. Half a mile or so from the Castle
gates there is a small inn which rejoices in the
name of the Goat and Compasses. Jack had
known its landlord all his life, and very often
now, when out for a stroll by himself, he made
a point of dropping in to have a chat with
the old man. On this occasion, he stopped
opposite the door as if uncertain what he
thould do. Then making up his mind he
passed into the quaint old porch and pushed
open one of the swing-doors. He had scarcely
done so before he allowed it to close again.
It was strange that au exclamation of surprise
did not escape him, for, stanlling beside the
counter, engaged in conversation with the
landlord, was the very man who had followed
him in Liverpool and whom the police had
lost trace of!
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CHAPTER VII

Ir John Trowbridge had been séized suddenly
and thrown into the street, he would not have
been more surprised than he was when he saw
standing beside the counter, in earnest con-
versation with old Jacob Watson, the land-
lord, the man who had given him so much
attention at Liverpool. For a moment he
could scarcely believe the evidence of his own
eyes, and yet there was plainly no doubt about
it. He had not had so many opportunities of
studying that individual’s face without being
able to recognise it when he saw it again.
¢Who is he, and what on earth can he be
doing here?’ he asked himself, when he once
more stood in the road. ¢This business is
growing more and mniore complicated every
minute. Now, I wonder what would be the
best thing for nie to do? The police in Brack-
ford ought to know, and yet if I go away to
tell them the man may escape. On the other
hand, if I send a messenger and remain here
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~myself it would certainly be talked about, and
may lead to complications which would be as
inconvenient as they are disagreeable.’

While he was turning the subject over in
his mind, the two lamps of a vehicle came
into view round the corner of the road.

‘That should be the mail-cart,” he continued
to himself,, “and if it is I think I see my
way.’

« It was as he supposed, and a few seconds
Jater he was hailing the driver, who immedi-
ately brought his horse to a standstill.

‘ Good-evening, Williams,” he said. ‘I want
you to drive me into town, if you will’

‘Delighted, Mr. Trowbridge,” replied the
man. ‘It’s a long time ,since I had the
pleasure of taking you in, sir.’

‘I'm very glad to have seen you to-night,’
Jack went on. ¢ As a matter of fact, I’'m in
a great hurry.’

Just then he espied a small boy coming
along the footpath. It was the night of choir
practice, and he was on his way home from
the church. Jack calted him up.

‘Loek here, Tommy, he said, ‘I want you
to do something for me. Do you think you
can hold your tongue ?’

‘Lor’ bless me, yes, sir,” replied the youth,
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who was the son of a dairyman at the Cross
Roads Farm. ¢What am I to do, sir?’

‘I want you to watch a man who is in the
inn there, and, if he comes out, follow him
and tell me where he goes. You mustn’t let
him know what you are doing. If you do it
properly, you shall have half a crown.’

‘I’ll do it, sir,” said the boy, ‘with alacrity.
“What’s the man like ?’

¢Come to the door and I’ll show you,” Jack
returned.

Taking the boy with him, he once more
entered the porch. The individual was stand-
ing at the counter, and, as his face was half-
turned towards the door, it was possible for
the lad to scrutinige it carefully.

‘Do you think you will know him?’ Jack
inquired, when they were once more in the
road.

“Yes, sir. If he comes out, I'’ll follow him
wherever he goes. Shall I come up to the
Croft to tell you, sir?’

‘No, I'll meet you here. I’'m going into
Brackford, and I shall be back in half an hour.
If T were you, ¥ should go across to the other
side of the road and sit in the shadow of the
hedge. If you have occasion to follow the
man, don’t get too close to him—or you’ll
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rouse his suspicions, and then he’ll take
you round the countryside. Moreover, what-
ever you do, say nothing about it to any one
else.’

Having given the boy these instructions,
and watched him seat himself in the place
indicated, Jack made his way to the mail-cart
and took his place beside the driver. When

~he was seated, the latter whipped up his horse
.and they proceeded towards the town at a
pace that could scarcely have been less than
twelve miles an hour. Before proceeding to
the police-station, he called at the principal
hotel, which was also a posting establishment,
and ordered a dogecart with a fast horse to
be immediately got ready for him. Then he
went on to see the superintendent. To that
astonished individual he told the discovery he
-had. made.

‘I’ll send a policeman out at once,” said the
official, when Jack had finished. ‘But what
can the man be doing®at such an outlandish
place as the Goat and Compasses? It isn’t
as if #’s a public-house near- your own resi-
dence.’

‘The whole thing’s a mystery to me,” an-
swered Jack. ¢It’s a strange thing that he
sshould have followed me about in Liverpool,
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and now turn up here. What do you propose
doing ?’

‘In the first place, as I have said, send a
man and find out, if possible, where he’s stay-
ing. He must sleep somewhere to-night, and
if we can find out where, we may be able to
discover more. If you’ll excise, me for a
moment, I’ll see what men are in.’

He left the room, to return a few minutes
later with a smart-looking young man in plain -
clothes.

¢ Sefton,” he said, addressing him, ‘you will
go out with Mr. Trowbridge to the Goat and
Compasses Inn, and if there is a certain man
there, whom Mr. Trowbridge will point out to
you, you will do your best to find out who he
is, and where he is staying. Then come back
and report matters to me.’

On leaving the police-station they made
their way to the hotel, and a few minutes
later were bowling along the highroad towards
the hostelry Jack had quitted a short time
before. The driver of the dogcart was ordered
to walk his horse up and down, a htindred
yards or so away, while Jack, accompanied by
the policeman, approached the house in ques-
tion. Much to the former’s disappointment,
the boy was no longer in his position beneath’
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the hedge, and from this Jack gathered that
the man had quitted the inn. Entering the
porch, he peered into the room through the
crack of the door. With the exception of old
Jacob Watson, who was standing at the door
of the little room behind the counter, smok-
ing his long charchwarden and talking to his
buxom w1fe “who could plainly be seen at her
needlework within, the bar was empty.

‘We had better go in and make inquiries,’
said Jack, ‘The man is not there, but Watson
may be able to tell us something about him.’

They accordingly entered, and approached
the counter.

¢Good-evening, Watson,” Jack began. ‘I
hope you are well, Mrs. Watson ?’

‘Very well, and thank you, sir,” the lady
Jeplied.  “You yourself couldn’t look better.
It isn’t often we have the pleasure of seeing
you now, sir.’

‘I have nothing to bring me this way,” Jack
replied. ‘But I must get to business. I have
come to make some inquiries, Jgcob.’

‘I hoge 1 can answer them,.sir. My old
head is not what it used to be, but, if you will
be pleased to tell me what you want to know,
I’ll do my best to answer.’

ST want to lsarn all I can about a man who
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was in here this evening. Since I have not
seen him in the neighbourhood before, I can
only presume that he is a stranger.’ ,

‘A gent as was wearing a black hat and
a red necktie, sir, might it be? A smallish
man, sir, with a bit of a limp when he
walked.’

‘That’s the man,” said Jack ‘Now, as 1
am very much interested in him, I want you
to tell me all you know about him.’

‘That’s very easily dove, sir,” said Jacob;
‘because there’s not much to tell. I never
set eyes on him until to-night, and then he
hadn’t got much to say for hisself. He’s a
foreigner, I should make bold to believe,
though he talks Enghsh as well as I do.’

‘Do you know where he is staying ?’

‘I haven’t the least notion, sir. He came
in at eight, and went away about a quarter of
an hour ago.’

“In which direction ?’

‘I couldn’t sayy s sir.  You see, I wasn’t very
much mtelested in him. He took two drops
of gin and acigar, and beyond talking about
the weather and the crops, we didn’t have
much conversation. Now I come to think of
it, I remember that he mentioned your name,
and seemed a goodish bit interested when I
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told him that my missus had been your nurse.
I don’t think he’s seen you before, sir, for he
asked what you was like.’

Jack offered no comment upon this intelli-
gence. He had the best of reasons for know-
ing that the man was quite familiar with his
face. )

‘Well, I'sa afraid we shan’t find out very
much more here,” he said, turning to the
policeman. ¢We must try to see that boy and
hear what he has discovered.’

After requesting the inrkceper to keep his
own counsel regarding their visit, and when
they had partaken of some refreshment for the
good of the house, they bade him good-bye and
went out into the road once nfore. Any doubt
they might have had as to the direction they
should take was set at rest by the appearance
of the youth in question. For the reason that
he was very much out of breath, it was evi-
dent that he had been running.

‘Well, my lad, what have you found out?’
asked Jack. ‘Did you follow the man ?’

‘Yes, sir, I did,” returned tho boy, ‘and I
wish I°d never set eyes on him.’

“What do you mean? What did he do to
you ?’

‘He’s a great ugly coward, sir, and I kicked
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his shins for him. If father had &’ been there,
he would have got it, I know.’

‘Now tell me your story more plainly, my

lad, said the policeman. ‘You did as’ this
gentleman told you, and followed the man
away from the house? Which way did he
go?’
" “Down there,” said the boy, peinting down
the road. ¢As soon as he came out, I got up
from where 1 was sitting, and set off after
him. Then he crossed the road and turned
down Brook Lane. From Brook Lane he
went across the meadows by the stile. It was
so dark under the trees by the stile that I
thought I had missed him, and was wondering
what I had better do next, when he steps out
from under a bush and catches hold of me by
my collar.

¢“What’s your game following me, you young’
imp ?” he said, and caught me a clump under
the ear.

I told him as how I was going home, and
he said as how Tvas a “ young liar” and that,
if T followed him any more, he’d beat me into
a jelly. Then he started hitting me again,
and T kicked his shins and then ran away, but
not so far as how I couldn’t keep my eye on
him,’
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.. “*And where did he go ?’

‘He climbed over the stile and then went
along under the park fencin’, as if he was goin’
to the home-farm of the Castle. I ran after
him, but when I got to the end of the lane he
was gone, and I couldn’t see anything of him.
It’s my belief, sir, that he went into the park
plantation, for I’d swear, sir, that I heard
the gate go click, the one that has just been
opened, sir, just as I turned the corner.’

This put such a complexion upon the affair,
that Jack did not know what to think. Im-
probable though it might seem, it was still
probable that the man might have entered
the grounds of the Castle, but, if so, what did
his presence there mean, and what association
bad it with his mysterions behaviour at
Liverpool ?

He rewarded the boy for his trouble, and
dhen turned to the policeman.

‘I don’t see what else we can do,” he said.
“We have no charge to bring against the man,
and we have no sort-of excuse for making
inquiries at the Castle. The fact that the
man svas on the lookout to discover if he
were being followed, looks suspicious, and
that’s about everything we can say. All we
can do now, is to go home to bed and to wait
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and see what fresh developments of the caso
come to light.’

“You don’t suppose, sir,’ said the policeman,
‘that this man had anything to do with. the
disappearance of Mr. Ormby, do you ?’

‘I am getting beyond thinking anything,’
said Jack. ‘It’s the most extraordinary
business that I have ever had to do with.
Now, you had better take the dogcart and
drive back to the station. I shall walk home
across the fields.’

When he had seen the cart disappear he
made his way by the meadow path towards
his own residence. If the truth must be told,
he was more troubled in his mind than he
cared to admit. If this man were really hiding
at the Castle, what association had it with
Inez de Montalva? It did not seem to him
possible that I’ Alvaro could have had anything
to do with Ormby’s disappearance. That, he
felt, was out of the question. In that case,
however, if the boy had not made a mistake,
why was the strapger at the Castle? Coin-
cidences are bad Things to play with, and, let
one once become suspicious, there is no«aying
to what they may not lead. The fact of the
stranger being at the Castle troubled him
beyond measure.
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When he reached the Croft he described
to Dot what had taken place that evening,
after which he bade her good-night and retired
to his room.

Once there, he regarded himself in the
looking-glass.

‘This won't do at all,” he muttered. ‘What
with poor little Dot, Inez, and old Jim, I shall
ke in a lunatic asylum in another fortnight.’

After breakfast next morning, he retired to
his study and endeavoured to work the problem
out. He placed on paper a record of all that
had transpired, but, after giving it much atten-
tion, he was compelled to admit that he was
no nearer understanding it than he had been
before. For the remainder of the morning
he pottered about at home, scarcely conscious

«of what he was doing, but merely desirous of
filling up time. At one time he was tempted
to go to the Castle in order to find out if the
man were really there, but a few moments’
reflection was sufficient to shaw him the folly
of such a course. It could not possibly do
any gosd, while it was probable it might do
a vast amount of harm. So far as he could
see, the only course left open to him was to
wait as patiently as he knew how, until he
should hear from St. Vincent whether Ormby
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was on board the Marwhal or not. At the
earliest this could not be for another couple
of days. .

During the afternoon, he received a note
from D’Alvaro, in which the latter regretted
to inform him that he found after all it was
impossible for him to take the young keeper
into his service.

¢ All things considered, it is perhaps as well;’
saild Jack to himself. ‘It might have been
thought, later on, that I had got him the
situation for reasons of my own.’

He accordingly wrote a polite note in reply,
and then dismissed the matter from his mind.

‘If only I could manage to obtain one more
interview with Miss de Montalva,” he said to
himself, ‘T am quite sure I should be able to
set matters at rest. But how can I possibly.
doit? Even if I knew I should find her at
the ruin, I don’t see how I could get there.
That gate is kept locked, and it is very
evident that his keepers have received orders
to keep their eyes open for intruders. There
is old Mrs. Penney at the lodge, mow, she
might be able to help me, but I shouldn’t like
to get her into trouble.’

Jack was seated under a shady tree on the
lawn while he was indulging in this reverio.
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He had scarcely mentioned the old lodge-
keeper’s name ere his butler made his appear-
ance, to inform him that Mrs. Penney desired
to see him.

¢ Just ask her to walk over here,’ said Jack,
and in a few minutes later the woman stood
before him.

‘Well, Mrs. Penney,’” he said, ‘what can I
do for you? Nothing wrong with the family,
+X hope ¥’

‘No, sir,” she replied, ‘except that we are
all a bit worried. I thought it best to come
and tell you at once, sir, seeing the number
of years we 've served you and yours.’

¢ What is it you have to tell me?’

‘That we’ve left the  lodge, sir. Mr.
d’Alvaro has turned us out.’

Jack gave a start of surprise. He had not
anticipated this,

‘What has caused him to do that?’ he
inquired. ‘I know you and your husband
well enough to feel sure that you have given
him no reason for gettiug rid of you.’

‘T don’t know why he’s done it at all,” the
womafi replied. ¢Unless ’tis to make room
for one of those other foreigners that he’s got
about the place. We only knew it this
morning, when his butler came down to tell
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us that we were to go. I don’t say, though,
that he hasn’t behaved very generous. He’s
taken a house for us in the village and given
us twenty pounds, besides the cost of our
moving. Still, that doesn’t make up to us
for the loss of the little home where we have
been so comfortable.’ _

‘I’'m more than sorry to hear this,” Jack
replied. ‘However, I'm very much afraid
it is a matter quite out of my range.’ ‘

‘I can quite see that, sir, the woman
answered. ‘But both my husband and I
thought that twas only right that you should
know at once.’

‘You did quite the right thing. If there
is any way we can, help you—you know quite
well, I think, that Miss Dot and I will do 1t ?’

‘I am very grateful to you, sir,’ the woman
returned.

She was about to take her departure, when
Jack stopped her. He thought it just possible
she might be able to give him some informa-
tion upon the subject that lay nearest his
heart.

‘Just one moment before you go; Mrs.
Penney,” he said. ‘Do you know anything
about the young lady who is Monsieur
d’Alvaro’s ward ?’
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"¢I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything about
any of ’em, sir. There were never such people
for keeping themselves to themselves. Of
course, I have seen the young lady walking
in the park, but she has never been near the
lodge, to my knowledge. Ome thing I am
certain of, and .that is that she has never
passed through the gates since they have been
in the place. My good man, though, has seen
her walking about the plantations by herself.
She seems unhappy, poor dear, but what the
reason of it is I cannot say. It’s my belief
that there’s some mystery about all of them.’

Jack saw that D’Alvaro’s treatment had
roused the old lady’s resentment, and that,
for the future, she was prepared to think as
badly of them as possible.

When she had left him he strolled into the
tiouse and told his sister the news. Her
indignation was even stronger than his own.

‘What a shame to turn the poor old things
out!’ she said. ‘I should not be surprised,
however, at anything that man might do. 1
disliked his face from the moment that I first
saw it. "I wish he had never come into the
neighbourhood.’

‘That is putting it rather strongly,” Jack
remarked. “But, like you, I am exceedingly
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sorry that he should have acted in this fashion.
It will not go to make him popular in the
village.’

He dropped into a chair as he spoke, and,
picking up a book from the table, endeavoured
to interest himself in it. But the effort was
not attended with success. At last he threw
the volume down and rose to his feet.

‘Dot,” he said, ‘by hook or crook, I must
see Miss de Montalva again. Even at the
risk of offending her I must endeavour to
learn from her own lips the reason of all this
mystery. But how am I to doit? After
the cool manner in which my advances were
received the other day I do not want to go
up to the housé, and even were I to do so,
I feel sure I should have no opportunity of
seeing her. The park is so carefully patrolled
by his keepers, that to attempt to obtain am
interview there would be equally impossible.
If only there were some place we could talk
together without fear of interruption I am
certain she would tell me the secret of all
the trouble.’

Dot was silent for a few moments. *

‘T have it !’ she said at last. ‘I wonder if
he knows the secret of the grotto ?’

‘By Jove!’ her brother replied. “The very
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place. I have never mentioned the fact of its
existence to any one, and it is almost certain
they .have not discovered it. But how are
we to let her know of it ?’

‘That, of course, I cannot tell you. I must
leave it to your own ingenuity.’

‘Well, I'll risk it,” Jack remarked. <I’1l
walk over-now and see if it is not possible
to discover a way into the park. If I can
have a few minutes with her it will go hard
if T cannot arrange a meeting in the grotto.
My own good luck should do the rest.’

Ten minutes later he might have been
observed crossing the meadows in the direction
of the Castle. From the manner in which he
lashed out at the nettles by the side of the
footpath, it would appear that he was in a
by no means pleasant temper. After a while
Le left the meadows, climbed the stile, and
stood in the highroad, in which was the
small inn before mentioned. By this time he
had quite made up his. mind as to what he
should do. At any cost he was prepared to
enter the park and to trust to his luck to attain
an exit again.

He might have been observed, a quarter
of an hour later, standing before the gate
through which, according to the boy’s story,
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the mysterious man from Liverpool had
disappeared. It had suddenly struck him
that a short distance down the road, a hundred
yards or so from the gate, there was an ancient
elm-tree, the slanting trunk of which might
be very well used as a means of entering the
park. He endeavoured to peer through the
fencing, but without discovering anything of
importance.

“At any rate, I am going over,’ he said to
himself, as he came up to the tree, and, taking
hold of a low bough, swung himself up by it.
From the bough to the top of the fence was
only a few feet, and it was quite an easy
matter for him to scramble over. Then, for
the second time since they had been occupied
by the stranger, he stood within his own
grounds. Picking his way carefully, in order
that his movements might not attract atten-
tion, he proceeded in the direction of the ruin.

To Jack’s joy, when he arrived there, he
discovered Miss de Montalva seated in the
place where he had last seen her. On seeing
him before her, she rose with a little csy.

¢Oh, why are you here ?’ she said, her hands
clasped as if in entreaty. ‘I told you the
other day how dangerous it was.’

‘Miss de Montalva,” Jack replied, ‘I am
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hete for the reason that I must have a short
conversation with you. I implore you to
listen to me. Think what you like—but I
assure- you that I have come as your friend.
Leave this spot and cross the park. Follow
the south side of the lake, pass over the bridge,
and then turn to your left hand. You will
then find the ground rising; go on until you
come to a small wood. In the wood you will
see’ what appears to be a thickly-timbered
knoll. Half-way up this you will find a
summer-house built in the shape of a small
Roman temple. Enter it and press the centre
of the panel in the wall exactly facing the
door. It will open, and a flight of steps will
reveal themselves. Descend  these, and go
into the room you will find at the bottom. I
will join you there.’

o ¢ No, no,” she said, ‘I cannot do it.’

‘You do not know what you say,’ he
answered. ‘It is most necessary, for both our
sakes, that we should have a talk together.
All my happiness is at stake. In half an hour
we can settle everything. I implore you, by
all you hold sacred, to come.’

She looked him fearlessly in the face.

“Very well,” she said, ‘I will come!’
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CHAPTER VIII

When Jack Trowbridge had seen the girl he

loved hastening through the wood towards the

rendezvous he had indicated, he turned and

made his way back to the road, leaving the

park by the way he had entered. He knew

that it would be a fatal step for he himself
to attempt to reach the grotto by way of the
plantation. A keeper would be almost certain

to discover hini, and by so doing prevent the

interview to which he was so anxiously looking

forward. There was, however, another route

by which he could reach the place in question.

This would necessitate a sharp walk and a till

sharper climb, but he was ready for either.

In something under a quarter of an hour
he had reached the further end of the park,
and was standing on the small stone bridge
which spans the stream, which is the only
outlet of the lake, and which has its source
in the grotto to which the girl had preceded
him. The park wall formed one side of the
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br{dge and was too high for him to climb, even
if he desired to do so. He had, however, a
better plan in his mind, and as soon as he
reachéd the bridge he hastened to put it
into execution. Descending the bank on the
opposite side to that by which he had ap-
proached the bridge, he made his way up the
shallow stream, until he reached the iron grille
that his father had placed there to prevent the
ingress of trespassers.

‘Heaven send that D’Alvaro has not had it
repaired,” he said to himself, as he approached
it.  ¢If he has, T am done for.’

Turning to the right-hand wall of the arch
he examined the spot where the iron was let
into the brickwork. To his joy he discovered
that the defect he remembered as a boy still
existed, and by the use of a little exertion he
*was able to push the iron out of its sockot
and to squeeze himself through, replacing it
after he had done so. That accomplished, the
rest was plain sailing. He had only to make
his way along the bed of the stream, which
was in no place more than three inches deep,
in order to reach the foot of the hill which
contained the grotto. He had no fear of his
presence being detected, for the reason that
the banks were high on either side, and densely
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lined with undergrowth. Feeling secure, there-
fore, against molestation, he lost no time in
pushing forward. He was too full of anxiety
to see Miss de Montalva even to think of what
he should say when they should stand face to
face. It was his first experience of falling in
love, and it seemed as if the great god, Cupid,
now intended to punish him for his dllatormess
in worshipping at his shrine.

On reaching the foot of the hill he followed
the somewhat intricate path up the slope, with
which he had been familiar since he was a boy.
This at last brought him to the little temple,
as it was called, though in reality it was a small
summer-house. From it a magnificent view
of the surrounding country could be obtained.
The place had been built by Jack’s great-
grandfather, an eccentric man, who had come
perilously near impoverishing the estates
Entering the summer-house he pressed heavily
on the panel opposite the door. With a groan
it yielded to his touch, disclosing a flight of
steps which looked as if they led to the bowels

of the earth. He passed through, closed the
door after him, and descended wondermg
whether Miss de Montalva had had the cour-
age to enter such an uncanny place. Down
and down he went, one hand resting on the
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dripping wall. Ahead of him he could see
the light of the grotto, but as yet nothing of
the girl.

Eventually he stood in the grotto itself.
It was an extraordinary place, and the more
remarkable since it was the creation of human
hands. Taken altogether it was more like a
large cave than anything else. In the roof
was a small opening, through which were
admitted light and air. In the wall opposite
to that through which one entered, was the
spring which fed the lake, and which was
responsible for the small stream to which
allusion has already been made. It was a
dreary sort of place, but safer than any other
Jack could have hit upon for the interview.
In the half gloom he did not for a moment
see Miss de Montalva, but presently he was
ablg to make out her form near the spring on
the further side. He hastened forward to
greet her.

‘For a time at least we are safe,” he said,
‘and I have so much to say to you.’

‘I canngt think what you can have to say,’
she replied. ‘I implore you not to frighten me.’

‘T have no desire to do that,” he answered.
‘If T could have my way, you should never
know a care in this world.’
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The blush that suffused her cheek was
sufficient evidence to show that he was under-
stood.

‘Please tell me what you have to say and
let me go,” she faltered. ‘My absence will
most certainly be noticed.’

‘I will not detain you long, but we must
have this talk together. Miss de Montalva,
this is only the second time I have spoken to
you. I have but seen you three times, and
yet I seem to have known you always. Is
it so impossible for us to put away for the
time being the conventionalities of the world,
and to speak to each other as we feel ?’

‘T am afraid I do not understand you,” she
returned. ‘It thay be my fault, but—

‘Allow me to make my meaning clearer,’
Jack continued, speaking quickly, as if time
were a matter of the most vital importance.
‘What I want is to be allowed to tell you
exactly what is in my mind. I did my best
the other day to convince you that my one
desire was to prove myself your friend. To
do that I would run any risk and,make any
sacrifice. But in this petty world we are
hemmed in on every side by conventionalities.
Some people would say that, for the reason
we have only met twice, it would be impossible




»  THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 147

for me to have learnt to love you. Yet Heaven
knows that I do!’

She gave a little cry of alarm.

“Oh, you must not say that,’ she said. ‘I
cannot listen to you.’

‘You both can and will,” he continued im-
petuously. ‘I must tell you all while I have
time. We.may not have another opportunity
of meeting. Inez, I swear to you that I love
you! As long as I live I shall never love
another woman. You are all in all to me.
It was Fate that brought us together, and I
knew from the moment that I looked into
your face at the railway station, on the even-
ing of your arrival here, that you would be
my one and only love. Uuader other and
happier circumstances I should not have spoken
§o soon, but as matters stand now I cannot
help myself. Inez, I have said I love you!
Set me any task you please to prove it.’

Her face had become deathly pale and she
was trembling in every limb.

¢ Mr. Trowbridge,” she said, in a voice that
was but dittle louder than a whisper, ‘I am
unhappy enough as it is. If, as you say,
you desire to help me, spare me further un-
happiness.’

£You do not mean that you are resigning
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yourself to the thought of marriage with this
man ?’ Jack inquired, in amazement.
‘Marriage? I? What do you mean? I
have no thought of marrying any one.’
‘But D’Alvaro? Are you not a prisoner
here until you will consent to marry him ?’
‘Mr. Trowbridge,” she returned, ‘did I not
feel sure that you are really in earnest I should
believe that your desire was to insult me!’ . |
‘But you know better than that. It seems,
however, that I have been blind, that I have
been putting my own construction on things,
and that that construction has been wrong.
Monsieur d’Alvaro informed me that you were
his ward. I gathered, from the fact that you
were to all intents a prisoner here, that he
was cndeavouring to coerce you into a marriage
with himself. I am thankful indeed that it
is not so. You may say that it is no business
of mine, but after what I have already said,
you must surely see that it means more to me
than anything else in the world. Will you
trust me with your secret, and tell me the
meaning of your presence in this placa? You
are not allowed to leave it, and your guardian
will not permit you to receive visitors. Worse
than all, you are continually unhappy. There
must be something behind it all. If you cannot
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return my love, will you not confide in me, and
let me endeavour to help you?’

‘Impossible!’ she answered, wringing her
hands. ‘My lips are sealed. To do what you
ask of me would be to break my heart—if,
indeed, it is not already broken.’

She dropped on to the seat beside the spring,
and hid her face in her hands.

‘Is it impossible, then,” said Jack, ‘for me
+t0 be of service to you, impossible for me to
render the help thab I would give with more
than thankfulness ?’

‘Oh! but you do not know. I cannot ex-
press to you, however, my gratitude for your
goodness. I do firmly believe that you are
my friend.’ '

‘More than your friend. The man who
loves you with all the devotion of which a
» human being is capable !’

‘Hush! you must not speak like that. I
say that I do believe you would help me, but
I cannot permit it. There are others con-
cerned, and to reveal my secret to you would
be to bring trouble, perhaps even worse, upon
them.”

‘You do not trust me, then? You think
I would betray you?’

¢No, no, not that, she answered quickly.
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“You are a gentleman, and would keep silence
were it necessary.’

‘I would swear to you by any oath you
please that, without your permission, no-word
of what you say to me shall pass my lips.
Why, then, fear to confide in me? IfI cannot
help you in any other way, I may at least be
able to advise you.’

She rose from the seat and began to pace
the sandy floor of the cave. At last she
paused.

‘Mr. Trowbridge,” she said, ‘if I were to
tell you that my secret might involve you in
ruin, that it might mean the destruction
of your home, the death of your sister, and
your inevitable ~murder, would you be so
anxious to hear it ?’

‘Yes,” he answered fearlessly. ¢KEven were
it possible for such a thing to happen, it would:
be my earnest wish to help you. Heaven
knows, I would not have anything happen to
Dot if T could prevent it, but I am perfectly
sure she would agree with me to risk that in
order to help you.’

Once more she walked up and déwn the
cave. Then she continued :

‘At the present moment I doubt if there is
another person in the world who so badly
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stands in need of a helping hand as I do. You
have come to me with your offer of assistance,
and you will never know how strong the
temptation is to me to avail myself of it. The
load T am carrying is more than I can bear.
Think, then, what it means to me when you
come forward and offer to relieve me of some
of it.’

‘I ask nothing more than to be allowed to
'share your trouble with you.’

‘Some day you may regret.’

‘Never! That would be impossible !’

‘Then I will tell you.’

He did not reply, but seated himself on the
bench beside her. For upwards of a minute
the only sound to be heard was the bubbling
of the stream and the twittering of a bird in
the bushes above the opening. Then Miss de
Montalva began :

“When T spoke to you in the park the other
day, I told you, as you may rcmember, that
my father was a Spaniard and my mother an
Englishwoman. My fatner was a man of great
wealth ; my mother also owned a considerable
amount’of property in this country. She died,
when my brother—there are only two of us—
was born. Had she lived, it is possible that
affairs would never have gone so ill with us.
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After her death my father became morose and
sullen, neglected his friends of happier days,
and was continually absent from home. My
brother and I were sent to England to school,
and it was not until three years ago that we
saw our father again. It was then that I
noticed a terrible change in him. He had once
been a tall, handsome man; he was then but
a wreck of his former self. As before, he was
continually away from home, and when ‘he
came back to it he often brought with him
strange men who seldom left the house during
their stay, and even when they did it was only
under cover of night. It was not long before
I began to suspect that he was engaged in
some revolutionary plot, and my suspicions
were unfortunately confirmed. What was
worse, I found out that my brother, who was
then but a very young man, was being led by
his teaching—for they were always together—
into the same life. Now, my brother and I
loved each other as few brothers and sisters do.
He was only twenty-one, a frank, generous lad,
who would have lived at peace with all the
world, but for the teachings of those who
should have been the last to instil such
thoughts into his mind.’

‘Have you any idea of the nature of the
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plots in which they were engaged?’ asked
Jack.

She shook her head.

‘I was never allowed to know anything about
it,’ she replied. ‘But when a man, who only
a few months before had been hiding in our
house, was arregted by the police and sent to
prison. for conspiring against the Government,
my suspicions were confirmed, and I began to
understand something of what was going on
around me. From that day forward my life
was one long terror. Day and night I was in
agony lest Manuel, my brother, or my father,
should be arrested. Whenever they left the
house, I feared lest I should never see them
again. Then my father was. taken suddenly ill,
and almost before we knew the case was so
serious, he was dead. Making a desire for
travel my excuse, I persuaded Manuel to give
up the old home. He did so, and we set off
for Italy. It was the first time I had visited
it, end in that wonderland of art I forgot, for
the time being, my fears. It was not long,
however, before they were renewed. We were
in Rome at the time, and it was there that
I first met Monsieur d’Alvaro. How my
brother became acquainted with him I cannot
say. He has always been very reticent on
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that point. It is certain, however, that they
soon became very great friends, and, for this
reason, I was left very much to myself. My
love of painting at this period stood me in
good stead, otherwise I do not know what I
should have done. As it was, my time was,
for the greater part, spent in the galleries,
where, at least, I could find some distraction
from my thoughts. You must bear in mind,
Mr. Trowbridge, that I understood that nly-
brother had practically given up any associa-
tion he might have had with this Secret Society
in Spain.’

‘But am T to understand that your brother
was a member of a Secret Society?’ Jack
inquired. -

‘That is a question I cannot answer,” she
said. ‘He may have been, or he may not.
I have never heard it said that he was, nor hass
he ever said anything in my presence ‘that
would lead me to suppose so. One thing,
however, is very plain. That is, that D’Alvaro
has a very strong inflience over my brother.’

“You do not like him ?’

‘T hate him,’ she answered, her eyes flashing ;
‘only I dare not let him see it. But let me
continue my story. As I have said, we were
in Rome. One day Manuel was called away
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to Naples, and from what he told me I gathered
that he did not know when he should be back.
At last, however, I received a telegram from
him informing me that he proposed to return
on the Thursday following. This was good
news indeed, but I little dreamt of the misery
that was to follpw. He came, and you may
imagine how rejoiced I was to see him. I
thought le looked ill and careworn, but he
assured me that he was quite well. That
evening he took me to the opera, but I noticed
that he paid little or no attention to what went
on upon the stage. As we left the theatre,
afterwards, a beggar, whom I had never seen
before, brushed against him, and, without a
word of explanation, thrust a note into his
hand. Manuel placed it in his pocket and
walked on in silence. It was only when we
ereached our own sitting-room at the hotel that
I saw how white his face was. He went to
the window, and, opening it, stepped into the
balcony outside. The letter he had just read
had dropped from his hand to the floor. Re-
solved at any hazard to find out what was
troubling him, I picked it up and looked at it.
To my astonishment there was nothing on it
but “Twelve” in Roman numerals, and a few
lines and half circles, which were quite unin-
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telligible to,me. 'When he entered the room, I
implored him to tell me what was the matter.

¢ Nothing, nothing,” he answered testily.
“You must not attempt to pry into my affairs.
I have things to think of which I cannot
discuss with you.”

‘I was so hurt at this rebuff, coming at a
time when I was so racked with anxiety on his
account, that I left the room without another
word and went sorrowfully to bed. His room
was next to mine, and for nearly half the night
I heard him pacing up and down in it. My
heart ached for him, but when he was in that
state it was useless to argue with him. When
I left my chamber in the morning he had gone
out, and it was not until late that evening that
he returned. 'When he did so his face was like
that of a dying man. I implored him to consult
a doctor, but he would not hear of such a
thing. S
¢« I want no doctor,” he cried. “My malady
is of the mind and not of the body. Take away
my thoughts and I should be myself again!”

““You will not tell me what your thoughts
are,” I said. “It is cruel of you, Manuel, to
treat me so. You know that I love you
better than any one else in the world, and yet,
when you are in trouble, you will not let me
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comfort you. You are not in any «Janger, are
you?” He gave me a look of surprise, and,
when he spoke again, I could see that he was
angry.

““Why should I be in danger?” he asked,
“Rome is very well policed, T am given to
understand.”

““Too well policed for some people, 1
expect,” T returned, with meaning. Then,
careless of his anger, I asked him outright if
he were a member of any Secret Society.

““You had better not put such questions,”
he replied. “The less you know about those
matters the better for both of us. I should
have thought you would have learnt that
lesson by this time. Please never ask me
such a thing again.”’

‘But he did not deny it,” said Jack. ‘You
must have been convinced in your own mind,
then, that he was still dabbling in conspiracies ?’

‘I was as certain as I could be of anything,’
the girl replied. ¢But let me continue. It
was on the Tuesday following the scene I have
just described that the climax came. Accord-
ing to custom I had been spending the greater
part of the day at one of the galleries, doing
my best to copy a picture that has always had
a great fascination for me. As Manuel had
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told me that he should not return until late, I
did not make my way back to the hotel until
it was too dark to go on working. Then I
ascended to our sitting-room, half expecting to
find him there. He was absent, but on the
table was a letter addressed to me in his hand-
writing. With a terrible foreboding in my
heart, I opened it. T can recall every word of
it as well as if I had only received it a foew
moments since.

¢«“My beloved sister,” it began. “ By the
time you receive this I shall be far away.
Whether we shall ever meet again is more
than I can say. Forgive me if of late I have
been a poor companion, but I have had much
to think of and tv worry about. I beg of you
to pay particular attention to what I am now
about to say. Within a few hours of your
receiving this letter, D’Alvaro will come to you.
Do exactly as he wishes; on your obedience
to him may depend my life. Thank Heaven,
you will not want foy money. So long as you
obey D’Alvaro, all will be well. As for me, it
would have been better had I never been born,
for of all men upon this earth, the most
miserable at this moment is the brother who
loves you,

¢« MaxvEL DE MoNTALVA.”’
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¢A terrible letter for a sister to receive!l’
said Jack sympathetically. ¢<What construe-
tion did you place upon it ?’

¢ At first I did not know what to think,” she
replied. ‘I was stunned by it. For the time
being I was almost beside myself with anxiety.
I read his letter over and over again, and every
time that I did so, I derived a different impres-
sion from it. At first I thought that Manuel
‘was contemplating suicide. I knew his wild,
impetuous temper, and I thought that some
sudden trouble might have unhinged his brain.
Then, with the remembrance of bygone days
before me, I came to the conclusion that he
was in league with one of the old Societies
to which he must have been elected a member
during my father’s lifetime. One moment’s
consideration will show you the position I was
*placed in. To apply for help to the police was
impossible, for I did not know upon what work
he was engaged. To have gone to them might
have aroused suspicion in the minds of the
heads of the Society, for I did not know but
that he, or, for that matter I myself, were not
being watched. There was no one else to
whom I could apply. From his letter, it was
easy for me to see that his danger was a great
one. Nothing, however, will ever convince
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me that, ¥ he were doing wrong, it was
intentional.’

‘I can quite believe that,’ Jack replied, and
he meant what he said.

¢ And yet before me always was the fact that
he appeared to be ashamed of some part he
was being compelled to play. - What that part
was, I, of course, had no notion. I had, how-
ever, a suspicion that was like the most terrible
dream to me, by day and night. I can only’
wonder now that my brain has retained its
equilibrium.’

¢And D’Alvaro?’

‘ He made his appearance as my brother told
me he would do. When the servant announced
him, he entered ‘he room as suave, and as
well-dressed, as you have always seen him.
He informed me that he had been commis-
sioned by my brother to take care of me, and
to look after my welfare until the latter should
return. 1 asked him where my brother had
gone, but he professed ignorance upon the
subject. Whether he really knows or not, I
cannot say, but no entreaty on my part could
induce him to commit himself. Later he
suggested that we should leave Rome for
Paris, and, bearing in mind what Manuel had
written me, I offered no opposition.’
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¢ And in due course you reached that city ?
May I ask what happened then ?’

‘We remained there three days, and then
crossed the Channel to England. I can only
presume that arrangements must have been
made beforehand with your agent, since we
travelled direct to Great Brackford.’

¢And then it was that I came into your
life?’ said Jack.
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CHAPTER IX

¢TI xnow now,’” said Inez, ‘that it was, indeed,
a fortunate day for me when you came into.
my life, for I feel sure that I can trust you.
I should not be telling you this strange story
unless I could.’

‘I thank Heaven you are trusting me,’ said
Jack. ¢You must have suffered terribly. How
little I dreamt on the night when I first saw
you alighting frcm the train at Great Brack-
ford that you had been through so much.
Fate has indeed been good to me, in so much
as she has allowed me to be, what I certainly
believe I am, your protector. But pray tell me
one thing, how has D’Alvaro behaved towards
you? Has he let anything slip that would
lead you to suppose that he knows anything
of your brother’s real errand ?’

‘Not a word ; at least, so far as any definite
statement goes, but he gave me one very
significant piece of advice, and by that I judge
everything else. On the day that we left
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Rome he led me to understand thatimy brother
was being employed on a very difficult mission,
and not only that, but that I was, so to speak,
a hostage in his hands. So long as I remained
with him all would be well, but immediately
I made any attempt to leave him, or, in other
words, to escape, my brother’s life would
assuredly pay the penalty. He has informed
me, times out of number, that he himself was
not a participator in this plot, but that my
brother had got himself into difficulties, and
that, until he met his obligations (that is the
way he put it), I was in his hands as a security.
Neither in Paris nor in I.ondon was I allowed
to speak to any one; the closest watch was
kept upon me, and even Wwhen we arrived
at this place, I had no knowledge of our
ultimate destination.’
* ¢ This is the most singular story I have ever
heard in my life,’ said T ack. ‘Poor girl, T do
not wonder that you are unhappy.’

¢Ah! I thought you would say that,’ she
replied, with a feeble attempt at a smile.
‘What can I do? I am to all intents and
purposes a prisoner. They have what they call
gamekeepers here, but they are in reality my
guards. I am not allowed to see any one from
the outside world, nor to hold communications
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with them.: I must not leave the park, and
even inside it I am being constantly spied
upon. Worse than all is the knowledge that
my brother must be in a very real danger,
either from the people with whom he is associ-
ated, or the authorities of the country in
which he is carrying out whas I am convinced
is a desperate mission, otherwise they would
not have seized upon me. What that mission
is I do not know—1I dare not even think. It
may be only a comparatively harmless con-
spiracy to change the governor of a province,
or to release a man from prison ; but the fact of
my being detained here leads me to suppose
the worst.’

She paused for a moment and then walked
away from him. It was very evident that she
was labouring under the influence of a most
powerful emotion. More than once she passed
her hand across her eyes, as if she were en-
deavouring to shut out a painful thought. At
last she came back to Jack and stood before
him, looking down at him.

‘Mr. Trowbridge,” she said, ‘can you guess
the thought that is in my mind ?’

‘Yes, I think I can,’ he answered. ¢Nay,
I am sure. So many terrible things have
happened in Europe lately that you fear—
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He paused—unable to proceed further. To
pub into words the thought that’ was in his
mind was almost like striking her a blow, and
his whole being revolted at the mere idea of
giving her pain.

‘Yes, I know what you think,’ she answered.
‘But he would ot do it; of that I am sure.
My brother Manuel, the kindest and gentlest
of men, whose only thought was to do good to
others, it is not possible that he would even
think of such a thing. I am sure, if you knew
him, you would agree with me.’

‘I am certain of that,’ said Jack fervently.
‘Your brother would not stoop so low. But
we must not waste time. Do you really mean
to tell me that you are dotained here as a
hostage, and that, if the poor lad does not
carry out the errand that has been forced upon

°hjm, you will be called upon to pay the
penaity ? If you really thought that, I should
implore you to leave to-night.’

‘I could not do it, was her answer. ‘I am
convinced that they are holding me as hostage
for him, and that, were I to run away, it
would mean his death. What would you
advise me to do?’

It is not often in a man’s life that he finds
himself called upon to decide such a question
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as Jack Trowbridge had put to him then, and
for a moment he was at a loss how to answer
it. It was plain to him that the girl he loved
was in a position of the greatest danger. It
was quite certain that she would not leave
D’Alvaro while she thought that her brother’s
safoty depended upon her remaining with him.
Yet to permit her to do so was to risk her life
and to utterly destroy his own happiness.

‘Have you any sort of idea to what country
your brother went when he left Italy?’ he
inquired.

¢No,” she replied; ‘I have not the least
notion.’

¢ And how long is it since he left you ?’

‘Three weeks .ago next Wednesday,” was
her reply. ‘I have implored Monsieur
d’Alvaro to tell me what he knows, but during
all that time he has persistently refused.” ,

‘The scoundrel !’ muttered Jack. ¢Now, is
there anything more you can tell me ?’

‘ Nothing,” she answered. I have told you
all my miserable story.’

¢ And from this moment I am going to devote
all my energies to helping you,” he returned.
Then a thought occurred to him, and he told
her of the man who had shadowed him in
Liverpool, and who he now believed to be
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living on the place—if not actually a member
of I’ Alvaro’s household. He desc:ibed him as
closely as possible, and asked her if she recog-
nised *him.

“You are speaking of Pedro Garcia, I feel
sure, she answered promptly. ‘He accom-
panied us from Rome, but has been away on
business lately. What possible reason could
he have had for following you about like that ?’

‘That is a question I am as unable to answer
as you are,’ said Jack. ¢One thing, however,
is certain. It makes the whole affair doubly
serious.’

He then informed her of Jim Ormby’s dis-
appearance and of the anonymous letter he
had received. Was this Pedro Garcia the
man who had written that letter, and, if so,
what had his object been in sending him to
Liverpool? Also was he the individual who
was ‘responsible for Ormby’s disappearance ?
These were important questions, but they were
also questions which at present it was im-
possible for him to answer. That he was not
the man who had walked away with Ormby
on that eventful night was quite certain, for
the groom’s evidence had proved conclusively
that that person was tall, while Garcia was
short. Then, suddenly, another thought
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occurred to. him which, as the sailors say,
brought hira up all standing. Could that
mysterious individual have been D’Alvaro him-
self? He was tall, and, moreover, he had a
beard. He inquired from Miss de Montalva
whether the latter had been at home between
eleven and twelve on the night of their arrival
at the Castle.

‘I am afraid I cannot tell you,’ she answered.
‘I seldom see him after dark. He spends his”
evenings in the study, while I retire to my
own chamber. But you surely do not associate
him with the disappearance of your friend ?’

¢ At the present moment I am prepared to
associate him with anything diabolical,’ was
Jack’s reply. ‘If a man can treat you as he
has done and is doing, he is capable of any
villainy. But I must not keep you here any
longer. They may be wondering at your:
absence. Now that you know of this spot,
it will be possible for us to meet. I will be
here at the same hour to-morrow, and I shall
hope to be able to tell you then what I think
is best to be done.’

¢I thank you from the bottom of my heart,’
she answered, looking up into his face with her
dark, lustrous eyes. ‘Fate has been kind to
me in sending such a friend. If you can only
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help me to find and save my brother, I shall
bless you to my dying day '

¢If there is any way in which we can solve
the problem, I will not rest until I have found
it,” he answered.

Jack would have liked to say more, but he
felt that this was not the time for that. In-
stead, he conducted her up the stairs and
opened the panel by which they had entered.
' Before leaving the summer-house he took a
good view of the neighbourhood, and con-
vinced himself that there was no one in sight.

‘Be sure when you come here to-morrow
that you are not followed,” he said. ‘We
never know what eyes may be spying upon
us. Now I will bid you goed-bye.’

He held out his hand and she took it, gave
him one more grateful glance, and sped away
o«down the path.

When Jack had given her time to reach the
bottom of the hill, he in his turn left the
temple and made his way back to the stream
—this time by a different route. Once more
he reached the bridge and squeezed himself
through between the masonry and the iron
grille.

It was almost dusk when he reached home.
During the walk he had endeavoured to
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discover a way by which he could help
Inez to find her brother without imperilling
her own safety. It was nearly three weeks
since she had seen him, and Jack knew
that it was possible for a vast amount of
harm to be done in that time. That the youth
was an active Revolutionist he had no doubt
in his own mind. But there are many such
in Europe, and to attempt to find one par-
ticular person, who would have the best of
reasons for remaining hidden, would be almost
as difficult as to discover the proverbial needle
in the bundle of straw. He reproached him-
self now for not having asked Inez whether
she possessed a photograph of him, and made
a mental resolutian to put this question to her
when he should see her on the morrow.

By reason of his promise he was compelled
to keep the story he had been told that after-.
noon a secret from his sister. He, however,
gave her a description of his meeting with the
girl, and revealed to her the fact that she was,
to all intents and purposes, a prisoner.

¢Can he be keeping her shut up like that
because there is some other suitor in the case
of whom he does not approve, do you think ?’
asked Dot, when she heard this.

‘I sincerely trust not,’ her brother replied,
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‘for I love her desperately, and fully intend to
win her for my wife.’

Dot heaved a heavy sigh as she thought of
the sad fate that had attended her own love
affair.

Jack was unusually silent that evening. He
had so much to.think of, such a difficult pro-
blem to solve, that a stranger would have
taken him te be the gravest, instead of the
most light-hearted, of mortals. It was not
until a late hour that he retired, and even
when he did, some time elapsed before he
could get to sleep. Then all sorts of evil
dreams began to assail him, in each of which
Inez figured in more or less alarming positions.
First D’Alvaro was pursuing her with the
obvious intention of killing her; next Pedro
(arcia was setting fire to the Castle with the

“seme Intention; last, and most terrible of all,
he saw her drowning in the lake while he
himself could not move hand or foot to save
her.

Next morning he felt as though he had not
slept a wink, and for once his usually hearty
appetite failed him completely.

Until midday he remained in his study,
smoking pipe after pipe, and going over and
over the story he had heard in the hope of



172 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE"

finding a ray of light that might suggest a
line of action. Not a beam, however, could
he discover. One fact was gradually forcing
itself upon his notice. Ormby without a doubt
was playing a part in the business. But what
was that part? If he had been murdered,
what was the motive? If he had not, where
was he, and why could not the police find
him ? ‘

¢Confound it!’ the troubled young man
exclaimed at last. ‘I no sooner begin to think
that I see my way when something else crops
up and spoils it for me.’

Then once more he set to work, this time
to put on paper the various heads of the case.
This occupied him for mpwards of an hour,
but in the end he was no nearer an under-
standing of the matter than he had been
before. '

‘D’Alvaro can tell her what he pleases to
the contrary,” he soliloquised, ‘but he is, of
course, a member of the Society, whatever it
may be, and is probably its head. He is
pulling the strings, the unfortunate boy is
doubtless the scapegoat, and they are holding
the threat of injuring his sister over his head
to induce him to do whatever work has been
assigned to him. It seems to me that I have
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let the dear old home to a gang of rascals such
as one seldom meets. The worst ¢f the whole
business is that my hands are tied by my
promise to her. I dare not say anything to
the police. There’s no knowing what would
happen to her if I did. No, I must think
of another way of working it. 1’d help her
to fly from the place if she would do so, but
she would net consent to such a proposal.
Then, again, if I find the brother, what action
will he take? He might tell me to mind my
own business, and then go on his own way
again. The answer to my cable to St. Vin-
cent may possibly help us a little, but it will
not do to pin too much faith upon that.’

He lit another pipe and-went out to the
stable to endeavour to distract his thoughts
for a time by looking over his horses. He
was not very successful.

That afternoon he left home somewhat
earlier than on the previous occasion, and
made his way by a rougdabout route to the
bridge. He was unable to enter the park for
upwards of a quarter of an hour owing to the
presence of two old women on the bridge.
They were gossiping and resting their baskets
on the stone coping. Jack felt as if he could
have shaken them, but there was nothing for



174 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

it but to stroll slowly on down the road until
they had finished their conversation. When
they had proceeded on their respective ways
he returned, and, having made sure that he
was unobserved, made his way under the
bridge and unfastened the grille. A few
minutes later he had climbed ‘the hill and was
standing in the temple.

So far there was no sign of the girl he
loved. Pressing the panel, he entered, care-
fully closing it after him. When he reached
the cave he looked about him, but she was
not there. He grew nervous at the thought
that possibly she might not be able to come,
and felt angry with himself for not having
asked her, in tha: case, to keep the appoint-
ment on the following afternoon. A quarter
of an hour went by, and still she did not come.

Knowing how anxious she would be to sze
him, and to hear what he had to tell her, he
had just convinced himself that something had
occurred to prevent her coming when his quick
ears caught the click of the spring in the
panel, and a moment later the sound of a light
footstep on the stone stair reached him.

‘Thank goodness she is coming,’ said Jack
fervently. ‘I don’t believe I could have waited
another twenty-four hours,’
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Then Miss de Montalva appeared, and with
a little exclamation of pleasure hasiened across
the sandy floor to greet him.

‘I could not come before,” she said, ‘for I
was afraid they were watching me. My pro-
longed absence yesterday seems to have roused
Monsieur d’Alvaro’s suspicions. He cross-
questioned me closely as to where I had
been. He knows that I cannot get out of
the park, and that I would not if I could.
He is, nevertheless, very suspicious. He
told me almost savagely that if I spoke to
any one here, or endeavoured to make any
acquaintances, he would confine me to the
house altogether.’

‘The brute !’ said Jack, who at that moment
felt a strong desire to chastise Monsieur d’Al-
varo. ‘You do not think they saw you coming
‘here ?’

- ¢I' do not think so,” she replied. “But I
should not care to be too sure. The keepers
are continually on the watch, and they hide
so cleverly that you cannot tell what they
do or do not see. But tell me, I beg you,
whether you think anything can be done to
find and save my poor brother ?’

‘I have been over and over the matter,’
said Jack, most truthfully; ‘and I do not
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know what to say. If your brother can be
found without in any way risking your safety,
I will do my utmost to find him, But time
is precious, and I do not know where to begin
my search. There are so many big cities in
Europe, and it is probable that if he is engaged
in any revolutionary business,-he will be doing
so under an assumed name. Do you chance
to have a photograph of him?’ .

She shook her head.

‘I am sorry to say that I have not,” she
answered. ‘He would never allow himself to
be taken. I could draw you his portrait, how-
ever. I am supposed to have some skill in
hitting a likeness, and, as you may suppose, his
features are ever .before me. I wili commence
immediately I get back, and will hand it to
you when next we meet.’

‘I could have it photographed,” Jack re-
marked, ‘and copies, could be sent in my name
to the police of all the principal cities asking
them to institute a search for him, for by so
doing we may become cognisant of his where-
abouts. After which I could either communi-
cate with him personally, or transmit him a
letter from you.’

‘But will it not do him harm if you com-
municate with the police? They would natu-
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rally be the last people he would like to be
associated with.’

‘They cannot do him any harm,’” said Jack,
in reply, ‘if they have no charge to bring
against him. I can say that I am making
inquiries on behalf of a relative; but before
we do that I have another plan to propose.
Whether it could be successful or not is, of
course, onen to doubt. It seems to me, how-
ever, to be worthy of consideration.’

‘May I ask what it 15 ?’

‘Well, I have been thinking that it is pro-
bable if I could overhaul I’Alvaro’s study I
should find some information there that would
be of immense service to us.’

‘But how could you do it? The room is
always locked when he is not in it, and you
could not do anything while he is there.’

‘No. It must be done when he is not
there,” Jack answered.

‘But in what way? The house is so care-
fully guarded, and the study more closely than
any other part of it.’

‘I can quite believe that. But if it can be
managed it shall be done. For the first time
in my life, Miss de Montalva, it is my inten-
tion to turn my hand to burglaring. What

sort of a craftsman I shall prove remains to
M
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be seen. It will be a perilous enterprise, for
it is necessary, for your sake, that D’Alvaro
should not discover me. But so much is to
be gained that, large though the risk is, I feel
that T must run it. It is just possible we may
discover in his study the key to the whole
mystery.’

¢ And when will you make the attempt 2’

‘To-night, if possible. At what time does
D’Alvaro retire to rest ?’

‘Seldom before midnight,” she answered.
‘He and Garcia sit in the study talking as if
they were never going to stop. Then I hear
them come upstairs and go to their respective
rooms.’

“In which wing do they sleep ?’

‘In the same wing as myself, that is to say,
that which overlooks the rose-garden.’

‘T understand,’ said Jack. ¢The east. And
his study is in the west. That is very fortu-
nate. It seems strange that an old boyish
escapade should stand me in such good stead
now. When I was a youngster, I ought to
be ashamed to say, I used to go out at night
when my father and every one else were in
bed, and go with the head-keeper on his
rounds, more for the romance of the thing
than for any other reason. I used to make



"THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE 179

my escape by a way of my own that I dis-
covered by accident. I fancy no one knows
of it but myself, and when the other day I
was having sundry things attended to, prior
to your arrival, I discovered that it was still
in working order. I intend to utilise my
knowledge to-night.’

‘I shall live in an agony until I know that
you have nop been discovered, and then in
another until I hear what the result of your
visit has been. How soon, and how, will you
be able to tell me ?’

‘You shall know immediately I am able
to tell you,’ he replied. ‘I am afraid it will
not be safe for you to come here to-morrow.
Before I leave the house,, however, I will
write you a note, which you must destroy
the moment you have read it, and will place
it,in a hole in the sun-dial on the south
terrace. Be cautious that no one sees you
take it.’ '

‘I will be more than careful,’” she answered.
‘But I tremble at the risk you are going to
run.’ .

It is for your sake,” Jack murmured. ¢For
you I would do more than that.’

She blushed a rosy red and looked away
from him. He was tempted to pursue his
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advantage, but he did not do so. There would
be time for that later on if all went well.

‘Now, said Jack, I think you had better
be going. I do not want you to be treated as
you were last night.’

They walked towards the stairs and ascended
by them to the temple above. Jack had his
hand upon the spring, and was in the act of
pressing it when, to his horror, he heard the
sound of voices on the other side.
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CHAPTER X

It can be easily imagined with what horror
and astonishment Trowbridge heard the sound
-of voices on the other side of the panel in the
temple. Inez’s hand upon his arm told him
that she had also become aware of their prox-
imity. What were they to do? Unhappily
there was no choice before them. They must
wait until the men had gone away, and then
steal out in the hope of reaching their respec-
tive destinations without the others becoming
aware that they had been there. One of the
men, for Jack recognised him by his voice, was
the (German gamekeeper, who had accosted
him on the day that he ‘had first spoken to
Inez. Who the other was it was impossible
to tell. They spoke German, and everything
they said was plainly audible to the pair on
the other side of the wall.

‘I tell you I saw her come up this way,’
growled the gamekeeper. ‘I missed her at
the turn of the path, but that she was coming
up to this place I am certain.’
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‘Then where is she gone?’ his companion
inquired. ¢There is nowhere for her to hide
in here. If you are so sure you saw her come
up, produce her.’

‘Produce her yourself,’ retorted the other
angrily. ¢ You were told to keep your eye
on her, not me. If you had nut stayed so long
talking to Otto, this would not have happened.
The chief told you particularly to watch her
movements and to report to him where she
hides herself every afternoon. There will be
some trouble when you tell him that you let
her give you the slip.’

¢ Look here,” replied his companion angrily,
‘I am not going to allow you to talk to me
like this. I am' as much a member of The
League of Twelve as you are, and I’ll thank
you to be civil to me. If things had been
done as I wanted them to be, the whole affair
would have been finished by now, and we
should have been out of England. As it is,
there is still a week to run, with the chance
of that young fool bungling it or being caught
before the work is done.’

Jack felt the hand upon his arm tighten its
grip. His knowledge of the language the men
were speaking was scarcely equal to the task
of following them, but he had no difficulty in
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gathering that the ‘young fool’ in question
was Inez’s brother.

If the fact that the men followmg them to
the temple had caused them great uneasiness,
it had nevertheless relieved them somewhat.
They knew now that they had a week in which
to work. :

‘Come along; what’s the good of waiting
here ?’ said the gamekeeper. ‘We must look
for her elsewhere. She may be back at the
house again by this time.’

¢ Any one would think that she had a lover
with her, and that she wanted to keep out
of the way, remarked the other; and then,
grumbling as before, the precious couple took
themselves off, and their voices died away in
the distance.

‘Thank goodness they have gone,” whispered
Jack. ‘Now we must be more than careful.
It was fortunate that we did not come up a
minute before, or we should have been face to
face with them.

¢ Fortunate indeed,” Inez replied, ‘for then
they would have-seen you. I don’t know what
would have happened then. I tremble even
at the thought of it. But did you hear them
say that my brother still had a week in which
to do his work ?’
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‘Yes, I heard it,’ Jack answered. ¢Please
Heaven, in that time we shall have done some-
thing. Now, let me go out and reconnoitre.
I want to make quite sure that they have
really left this vicinity.’

He pressed the spring, and, when the panel
was open, passed out into the temple. From
what he could see through the pillars, without
exposing himself, he felt that the two men
really had departed. IHe therefore returned
to Inez.

¢I think it is safe for you to leave now,” he
said. ‘If I were you, however, I should make
my way back by the path that leads to the
lake. As they came in that direction and will
now be looking fo. you further on, they will
be scarcely likely to see you then.’

‘I will do so. If to-night you discover any-
thing of importance, you will place the messago
in the hole of the sun-dial ?’

‘T will not fail,’ he answered.

She gave him her hand for a moment, dnd
then walked quickly away in the direction
Jack had indicated. He, on his side, remained
a short time longer in the temple, then he took
his departure. Stepping cautiously, and keep-
ing a wary eye open for any sign of the enemy,
he at length reached the stream and hastened
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along it to the bridge. It was not until he
stood on the bridge itself that he breathed
freely.

‘ Had they caught me with Inez there would
have been no end of trouble,” he said to him-
self, as he walked rapidly in the direction of
the stile that lel to the meadow path. ¢To-
qight I shall have to be even more careful.
Thank goodne§s there is no moon.” Then with
a laugh he continued: ‘It is not every man
who commits a burglary in his own house,
and in the interests of a pretty girl to whom
he had spoken but three times. I wonder
what the neighbourhood would say if it knew
about it ?’

Probably it was the thought of the coming
adventure that was responsible for it, but that
evening Jack was decidedly excited. Dot, who
had been informed of the visit to the grotto,
noticed it, and ascribed lis agitation to this
cause. She herself had been much upset that
afternoon by an article in one of the daily
papers which commented upon her lover’s
absence, and which threw out certain insinua-
tions accounting for his mysterious disappear-
ance. Knowing that this would upset her
brother, she said nothing to him upon the
subject, but, like the plucky girl she was, bore
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her trouble in silence. At ten o’clock she
retired, while Jack madé his way to the study
and lit a pipe, and sat down to think over
what he was about to do. At half-past eleven
he went to his bedroom and changed his even-
ing attire for a dark shooting-suit. In place
of his boots he put on a pair of tennis-shoes.
A dark cap completed his costume. That work
completed he descended to his study once more,
where he stood for a few moments before a
locked cabinet at the further end of the room.

‘Shall I or shall T not?’ was the question
he was putting to himself. Then he added:
‘Well, perhaps after all it would be safer.’

Taking a key from his pocket he opened the
door. Inside were his cherished guns, and on
a shelf a formidable-looking Colt’s revolver.
This he loaded, and, when he had done so,
dropped it into his pocket.

‘I pray I may not have to use it,” he said,
‘but seeing the class of gentlemen I may have
to meet, it’s just as well to be prepared for any
contingency.’

In case anything should happen to him he
took the precaution of writing a note to his
sister, in which he informed her that he was
going up to the Castle, and that if he did not
return by breakfast-time, she would know
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where to find him. Then he left the house
quietly and set off on his perilous 1ndertaking.

It was a bright, starlight night, with a little
breeze blowing, light enough for him to be
able to see his way, but dark enough to give
him some protection. He had carefully con-
sidered his route before setting out, and was
of the opinion that it would be best and safest
for him to ntake his way up to the house by
the path he had followed on the day that he
had first spoken to Inez. He would then be
less likely to meet the keepers, while it would
also enable him to proceed direct to the side
of the house he was so anxious to reach.

It was nearly one o’clock by the time he
reached the tree by which he had scaled the
fence on the previous occasion. Taking a firm
grasp of the bough he pulled himself up as
before and dropped as lightly as a cat upon
the soft ground on the other side. He stood
there for a few moments listening, but the
hoot of an owl was the only sound he could
hear. Picking his way carefully he set off in
the direction of* the house. No American
Scout or Red Skin could have been more
careful than he was, nor could they have
shown better wooderaft. Keeping in the
‘deepest shadow, hastening forward when the
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land was favourable, and proceeding more
slowly whera there was any chance of his
making a noise, he advanced until he stood
at the foot of the steps of the terrace, on
which stood the sun-dial that he hoped would
play such an important part in the events of
the evening. He felt his heart beating quicker
as he crossed the smooth-shaven lawn, and
approached his old home. Never when a boy
had he dreamt of such an adventure as that
upon which he was now engaged.

Keeping well in the deeper shadow of the
house, he made his way along until he reached
a spot about half-way down the wing.

‘Let’s hope I am not too broad now to
crawl through that window, he said, as he
stooped over an iron grating a few feet from
the wall.

A vigorous pull lifted the grating from ity
place, and he placed it carefully and noiselessly
against the wall. At his feet yawned a black
well some five feet deep. IHe dropped into
this, and, as he knew he would do, found him-
self standing before a small window. The
latter was bolted, but le was prepared for
that. Taking his knife from his pocket, he
thrust it between the sashes. The bolt shot
back with a clatter that almost brought his
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heart to his mouth. He waited for a few
moments to see if the noise had attracted
attention, but it did not appear to have done
so. Then, as softly as he knew how, he raised
the lower part of the window. When it would
go no further, he went down on his hands and
knees and crept in, his shoulders touching on
either side. Once in the house, he felt for the
left-hand wall, and by this felt his way until
his right hand came into contact with the door.
The room was unused and unfurnished, and
had once been kept as a bedroom for a valet
or footman. It opened into the stone-flagged
corridor that terminated at the servants’ hall,
and commenced at the foot of the back stair-
case. On the flags his india-rubber soles made
but little noise, and as he was familiar with
every inch of his surroundings, he went forward
as quickly as circumstances would permit.
Keaching the stairs, he ascended them, and
softly pushed open the swing-door at the top.
That door had a diabolical habit of creaking,
as he was well aware, and he dreaded lest the
sound should echo through the silent house.
Once more luck favoured him, for no one
appeared to hear it. Another short passage
brought him into the main hall. He smiled
as he thought of his ancestors, who were



190 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

looking down at him from their canvases
upon the wall. What did they think of this
strange business ?

‘I hope they would have done the same had
they been in my place,” he thought, as he
tiptoed along towards the room which was
used by D’Alvaro as a study. He had brought
a key with him which he knew would fit the
lock, and he had oiled it carefully so that it
should not make any noise.

Reaching the door he first looked carefully
underneath in order to make sure that there
was no light within. He had no desire’to
open it, and then finding himself standing face
to face with D’Alvaro. There was no light,
however, so he proceeded with his work with
as much despatch as possible. The key moved
essily in the lock and, having turned the
handle, he opened the door and stepped into
the room. So far all had gone well, but as
yet he was but at the commencement of his
enterprise. What if the other key he had
brought with him did not fit the lock in the
desk? What then? A very few moments
would settle it once and for all.

Having closed the door softly behind him
and lighted a candle, he looked about him.
The desk which he remembered so well stood
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at the further end of the room, and was a solid
mahogany affair, worthy of the room of which
it formed part of the furniture. Iii the centre
of the ‘apartment was a table now littered with
papers and books. He glanced casually at
them, and noticed that they were almost ex-
clusively foreign. Indeed, there was only one
English paper he could see amongst them. A
small brouze tray, almost filled with cigar ash,
and a curiously-shaped paper-knife added to
the litter of the table. Without further waste
of time, he crossed to the desk and sat down
before it. Taking from his waistcoat pocket
the duplicate key that belonged to the desk,
and which he had forgotten to hand over when
D’Alvaro had taken the place, he inserted it
into the lock of one of the drawers. Much to
his satisfaction, the lock had not been changed ;
a, turn of the wrist, and the drawer was opened.
It contained a number of neatly tied-up pack-
ages, labelled in French. "He examined them
carefully ; some were bills, and these he placed
in the drawer, feeling that they had no interest
for him, others consisted of cuttlngs from
newspapers, with the date written in red ink
upon the top; these he placed on one side to
be looked at later; others were letters, evidently
written by a female and in Italian. As he
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had no knewledge of that language, however,
these were useless to him. There were others
in Spanish which were equally unintelligible.
A German packet he thought he might be
able to manage, though he was by no means
sure. Next he came upon an account-book
which was filled with mysterious figures, which .
told him nothing. This he placed among those
papers he could not understand, and once more
proceeded with his investigations. When he
had exhausted this drawer, he turned his atten-
tion to another. In that he discovered what
he knew to be his most precious find. One
glance at it showed him that it was nothing
more or less than a diary, and, presumably,
since he found it where he did, it belonged to
D’Alvaro.

He opened it with eager interest and scanned
the pages. Inez had told him the date on
which they had left Rome, and he hastenea to
turn up the entry for that day. Yes, here it
was :

‘ Bade farewell to Rome. I. M. accompanied
me—also P. G.> The I. M. referred to could
only be Inez Montalva, while the P. G. could
only be Pedro Garcia. The next entry was
Milan.

¢All well so far. Had interview with X.
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M. M. reported to have crossed Border safely.
Left for Paris.’

The next day showed a brief entry to the
effect that they had only remained three days
in the French capital, that the terms had been
settled for the English house, and I. M. was
proving obstinate.

Under the last was this significant observa-
tion : .

‘I have given her plainly to understand
what her position is, and what the result will
be {f she attempts to play us false.’

Later there was the description of their
arrival at the Castle, and on the same day a
paragraph that Jack read more than once, but
found some difficulty in understanding. It was
as follows :

‘Received great shock, but have placed
Inatters on an eminently satisfactory footing.
No evil Wlll result—but -prompt action was
necessary.’

Did this refer to Jim Ormby? If it did,
what was the prompt action that was so
necessary ?  Jack-felt that he would have
given something to have been able to read
the riddle. Three days later he found a
statement which he regarded with peculiar

interest.
N
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“J. T. gone to leerpool Have instructed
P. G’

Though he searched diligently for it, he could
not find any mention of the anonymous letter.
If D’Alvaro had written it he had made no
mention of it in his diary. He turned back a
few pages to see what had happened prior to
their leaving Rome, and on one day found that-
M. M., the luckless Manuel, had received his
notice, and was to be ready to start in two
days’ time. There was another statement to
the effect that it was only fair that M. should
have been chosen, seeing that he was a son of
the soil.

“Then he’s in Spain, that’s evident,” said
Jack to himself. : “That, at least, is one point
gained. Now, if I can only find out in what
town he is, I shall feel that I am gettmg
nearer the heart of the matter.’

But how he was.to do that was somewhat
more difficult to decide. He searched the
book in vain for any reference that might give
him the hint he wanted. There were initials
in plenty, and once or twice-those of the young
man; none of them, however, had any con-
nection with Spain. Then he remembered
what one of the men had said in the temple
that afternoon, concerning the week that must
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elapse before a certain work could be carried
out. He immediately turned the pages until
he reached that of the date in question. In
the top left-hand corner a cross had been
drawn in red ink, and underneath it the initials
M. M. in brackets. While he was glad to
have his suspicions confirmed, this told him
little. He wanted the name of the town, for
until he got that he knew he was powerless
to act.

When he had convinced himself that nothing
more was to be learnt from the diary, he turned
his attention to the letters, beginning with
those in German. These he found difficult to
read, and apparently of no great significance
when he had done so. Those in French he
could manage better, and it was in one of these
that he made his next important discovery.
The writer, who was plainly a person of some
culture, inquired after the health of the young
Spaniard who had such a beautiful sister, and
went on to ask when a certain event was to
take place. ¢If my opinion were asked,’” he
went on, ‘not until late in the month, and only
at Madrid, where the effect would be better
and the opportunity more certain.’ The re-
mainder of the letter had no bearing upon the
case. He picked up the next and read that.
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It did not, however, reward him, nor were any
of the others kinder to him.

Taking up a sheet of paper, he made notes
upon it concermng his various discoveries and
placed it in his pocket. All things considered,
he had been fairly successful. It is true he
did not know the young man’s.actual address,
but he knew that he was in Madrid, and he
had a week before him in which to find out the
rest. He thereupon took another sheet of
paper and penned a short note to Inez, telling
her of his discoveries, and asking her to furnish
him with the portrait she had promised him,
and also as strong an appeal to the youth to
give up the business upon which he was engaged
as she knew how *o write. In order that she
might have an opportunity of doing so without
incurring suspicion, he would send a youth who
might be trusted up to the Castle punctually
at eleven o’clock, when she must make it her
business to discover a means of intercepting
him and of handing him the portrait. For the
present, he did not think it would be prudent
for them to attempt to meet, but he would
write to her and find a means of placing his
letters inside the panel at the temple.

This important business being finished, he
placed the letter in his pocket and rose to

‘.
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depart. His glance at the clock upon the
chimney-piece showed him that he had been
more than an hour in the house.

Having made sure that he had left nothing
behind him to reveal the fact that he had been
there, he quietly opened the door, and, when
he was outside, closed and locked it behind
him. Now, with a little bit of luck, he ought
to be able to get out of the house unobserved.
Once more he tiptoed down the hall, and,
having opened the creaking swing-door, de-
scended to the basement. He reached the
empty room in safety, and once more clambered
through the window. To replace the grating
was the work of a moment, and that done he
commenced his homeward journey, pausing at
the sun-dial to deposit the note he had written
to Inez. His return to the spot where he had
entered the park was accomplished without
accident, and, when the clock in his study
struck three, he was standing before it con-
graculating himself on the success which had
attended his first effort in burglary.
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CHAPTER XI

IMyMEDIATELY after breakfast next morning, Jack
called up the boy he intended te send to the
Castle in order to bring back the portrait
Inez had promised him. He knew that the
messenger could be trusted, but he thought
that there could be no harm in making him
understand the supreme importance of his
visit, and the desirability of his saying nothing
about it, either to his fellow-servants or to
any one else.

‘You needn’t be afraid, sir,” said the boy,
when he had heard Jack out. ‘I won’t breathe
a word to a living soul.’ '

‘That’s right,” Jack returned, and then gave
him the note. It was addressed to D’Alvaro,
and merely informed him that if, as the shoot-
ing season was approaching, he should not
find the Castle preserves large enough for his
requirements, he knew of another property in
the immediate neighbourhood which could be
obtained at a moderate rental. This was
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perfectly true, for only the day before he had
received a letter offering him the shooting.

Having despatched the boy on his errand,
he sat down to run over his notes. He was
in the middle of this work when a servant
entered with a telegram upon a salver. It
was from the Mitcham Shipping Company and
ran as follows :

‘Regret tp say captain reports passenger
has no scar upon forehead. Fear must be
another person.’

‘Just what I expected,” said Jack to himself,
with a heavy sigh. ‘My belief is that we
were only enticed off on this wrong scent in
order that other people might gain time.
What on earth can have become of Jim? If
I were to go to D’Alvaro and ask him what
he knows about it, he would, of course, protest
his ignorance of the matter. For obvious
reasons I cannot go to the pohoe and tell
them what I have discovered in the man’s
diary, and yet, at the same time, I cannot
allow matters to drift alohg in this fashion.’

He then went in search of his sister, and told
her of the news he had received. She received
it quite quietly. From the very first she had
made up her mind that her lover was not the
man who had left England in the Marwhal.
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‘He is gone,’ she said, ‘and I shall never
see him again. Now, Jack, don’t think me
silly for what I am going to say to you, but
often at night I wake up almost certain that
I have heard his voice telling me that he is
alive, that he loves me, and that it will not
be long before we are together again.’

‘Let’s pray that it may be so,’ said her
brother cheerfully. ‘I cannot help- thinking
that if he were not alive we should have
known something definite by this time. At
any rate, I shall show this telegram to the
police. It may be the means of stirring them
up to fresh activity.’

He accordingly wrote a note to the Superin-
tendent of the Police at Great Brackford,
explaining matters, and enclosing the telegram
he had received. This note he sent off with
a groom, bidding the man wait for an answer.
After that he sat down to await, with what
patience he could command, the return of the
boy from the Castle. He was helped in this
arduous task by the arrival of the morning
paper, in the columns of which he endeavoured
to interest himself. He turned page after
page, but it was not until a telegram from
Spain caught his eye that he was able to
rivet his attention.
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‘Giood Heavens!’ he exclaimed aloud. ¢This
looks as if it might be the very thing.’

‘The acceptance by the famous Don Alfonso
y Ribiera of the position of Minister of War
has caused profound sensation here. For some
years he has been living in exile. His return to
Madrid on the twenty-eighth is almost certain
to-become the subject of a demonstration. The
police are takjng measures accordingly.’

“We’ve got to the root of the matter now,’
saild Jack, puffing solemnly at his pipe. ¢Don
Alfonso is the man young Montalva is after,
and I must make it my business to stop him.
But how on earth am I to get there? I know
nothing about Spain, and yet to Spain I must
go, and as quickly as possible. I wish that
boy would hurry up!’

Ten minutes later the youth in question put

‘in an appearance. He had evidently made
great speed, for his face was red and his
breath came in gasps.

‘Well,” said Jack, ‘did you see the lady, and
did you get the letter ?’

‘Yes, sir,’ panted the boy. ¢She dropped
it in the drive, and I picked it up. Here
it is.’

Taking the letter from his pocket he placed
it on the writing-table. Instead of leaving,
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however, he ‘fumbled with his cap and shifted
uneasily upon his feet. Presently he began :

“You’ll excuse me, sir, but I’ve got some-
thing to say to you. I should have said it
before, but that I was afraid you would laugh
at me for it.’

“What is it ?” Jack inquired. He could see
that the boy was in deadly earnest about some-
thing. As a rule he was a stolid individual
and not easily put out.

‘Well, sir, it’s this way,’” the youth con-
tinued, ‘we’ve all heard about Mr. Ormby
being killed.’

In an instant Jack’s interest was aroused.
Was it possible that the boy might have
chanced upon a new discovery ?

‘What have you heard ?’

¢ Well, sir, it ’s like this. I took your letter
up to the side-door and waited to see if there
was an answer. There was a peacock on the
lawn and I stepped a bit out of the path to
have a look at him. He flew up to the top
of the wall of that small garden. You know
where I mean, sir 2’

‘Yes,” Jack replied. ¢You mean what is
called the Fountain Court? Go on.’

‘Well, sir, just then the butler came back
and told me that there was no answer, and
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T went along the path underneath the wall
where the bird was. Then, sir, you may
believe it or not, but it’s the truth, I heard
somebody on the other side say what sounded
like “Heigho! this is weary work!”’ Here
the boy’s excitement got the better of him,
and he continued: ‘I believe it was Mr.
Ofmby’s.voice. I’ve heard him talk many a
time, and I'm as sure of it as if I had seen
him.’

‘“This is a most extraordinary story, my
lad.” said Jack, when the boy had finished,
‘a most extraordinary story indeed, and one
that I should feel far from inclined to laugh
at. Now, look here, John, whatever happens
you must not breathe a word of this to any
one. You can see for yourself how important
it is. If Mr. Ormby is at the Castle, as you
say, it is quite certain that he is not there of
his own free will, and the police will have to
be called in. That will take time. If any one
gets to know of what you have told me, it
will certainly prevent us doing what we want
to do.’ .

‘I won't say a word to anybody on no
account, sir,” replied the boy.

If anything comes of your discovery your
fortune ’s made,’ said Jack. ¢ Now you can go.’
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When the lad had left the room Jack began
to pace his room in anxious thought.

‘This puts the cap on everything,” he said,
puffing at his pipe more vigorously than ever.
‘I have had a suspicion all along at the back
of my mind that I)’Alvaro might have hidden
Ormby away somewhere, but I. never thought
he would have the impudence to abduct him
and lock him up in the Castle. - But it’s the
object that beats me. What earthly reason
could he have for such behaviour? Jim isn’t
a conspirator, and he is not a busybody. Why,
then, should he want to keep him out of the
way ? If we were living in Turkey it might
be for the sake of the ransom ; but then Jim
isn’t a rich man, and there are plenty of others
about here that are more worth the trouble.
However, that’s neither here nor there. What
I've got to do is to find out whether he is
really there, and, if so, what course I am to
adopt to get him out.’

He had so far been taken up by the bey’s
intelligence that he had forgotten to examine
the letter from Inez. He.took it up and
opened it. He had hoped there was a note
inside, and he was not disappointed. With
it was a card, upon which was sketched with
considerable skill a portrait of the young man.
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There was also the letter he had asked her to
write to her brother. .One had only to glance
at it to feel sure that it was an excellent like-
ness, and Jack felt that, were he to meet
young Montalva, he would recognise him at
once. It was a handsome face, but a by no
means resolute.one. He could imagine that
its*possessor would be of a ﬁery nature, quick
to work himself into a passion, and equally
quick to forgive.

When he had made himself thoroughly
familiar with it, he placed it in his pocket-
book and opened the letter. This was what
he read :

‘Dear Friend,—I rejoice that you have
succeeded, and I pray that you may be still
more fortunate. I enclose you the letter you
asked me to write to Manuel. I do not know
*how I shall ever repay you for what you have
done for me.—Your grateful friend,

‘Inez DE MoNTALVA.

As a man of the world, I must confess that
I do not see anything very remarkable in this
note. Yet Jack has it now, and I am given
to understand values it among his most
principal possessions. 1 found it only the
other day in his family Bible, and, on asking
what he would take for it, was informed that
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there was not money enough in England to
purchase it.

Half an hour later he ordered his dogcart
in order to drive into Great Brackford. He
wanted to call at the railway station to
discover how, and in what time, it would be
possible for him to reach Madrid. Then, if
nothing unforeseen happened to prevent him,
he would commence his journey in the mail-
train that night.

It was the first time in the stationmaster’s
life that he had been asked such a staggering
question, and a vast amount of papers had to
be overhauled before the matter could be
satisfactorily settled. He was an inquisitive
man, and would have dearly liked to have
found out what business it was that was
taking the young squire to the capital of
Spain. His curiosity, however, was not
satisfied. , ’

From the information he received, Jack
learnt that Madrid was forty-five hcurs’
journey from London, via Boulogne, and forty-
six via Calais; while by taking the train de
Luxe Sud Express, he could do the journey in
forty and a half hours.

“That’s the train for me,” he said, ‘and I am
more than obliged to you. If I leave by the
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midnight mail to-night I should be able to do
it nicely.’ ‘

He thanked the stationmaster and then drove
on to the bank, where he cashed a cheque for
a hundred pounds. Then he turned his horse’s
head homewards.

“Poor old Jim!’ he thought, as he bowled
along. ‘It may seem awfully unfriendly, but
I’m afraid you’ll have to remain where you are
until I get back from the South. To attempt
to liberate you now would have the effect of
spoiling everything.”  Then another idea
occurred to him. ‘I wonder if it would be
possible,” he continued, ‘to get a message con-
veyed to him through Inez? If so, she might
<let him know that I am acquainted with his
whereabouts, and bid him keep up a good
heart until we can liberate him.’

So far he had not told Dot of the discovery
he had made. He was not certain even now
that it would be wise to do so until he was
quite convinced that there was no mistake.
It was a difficult matter to decide, but at
length he came to the conclusion that it would
be better for all parties concerned if he were
to keep his information until he returned from
Madrid. It might appear cruel, but after all
it was only to be kind. He had, however,
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to break the news to her concerning his
journey, and this he did immediately he reached
home. She heard him out in amazement.

‘Do you mean to tell me that you are going
to Madrid to-night?’ she asked. ¢And is it
impossible for you to tell me your business ?
Jack, you frighten me!’

“You need not be afraid. There is nothmg
to fear. Mr. Montalva is in serious trouble,
and all I can tell you is that I am going to
Madrid to endeavour to put matters right for
his sister. She has no one else she can trust.’

Dot was by no means reassured.

‘I have never heard of such a thing,’ she
said pettishly, for she was inclined to be
jealous of the influence Inez had so suddenly
obtained over her brother. And now that she
was sending him away from home on most
mysterious business, she was even more
troubled than before.,

‘Of course, you know your own business
best,” she said; ‘but, Jack, do be careful.
Remember how you were decoyed away to
Liverpool on a fruitless errand. May not the
same thing be happening now #’

‘It may be that my errand is fruitless,” her
brother replied. ‘I am quite sure, however,
that I am not being decoyed away. Inez
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would not do such a thing. That was not a
kind speech to adopt, Dot.’
He could bear even the least insinuation to
be made against the woman he was serving so
faithfully.
- ‘I did not mean it in that light,” the girl

replied.. ‘I have only seen Inez once, and I
am quite prepared to trust her; but I do not
trust Monsieur d’Alvaro, and I am quite sure
you do not. I do not know why I should do
so, but I cannot help connecting him in some
way with Jim’s disappearance !’

Jack gave a start. 'Was it possible that the
boy had told Dot what he had heard ?

¢ What makes you say that ?’ he asked, with
“gurprise.

‘I do not know,” she answered, thus setting
“his doubts at rest. ‘I have no reason for
doing so; all the same I cannot rid myself of
my suspicions. The man is a bad man, of that
I am convinced ; and, if his face is any criterion
to go by, I believe he would do anything to
gain his own ends. That is why I am so
frightened about this journey of yours.’

¢And T tell you again that you need not be.
You have no cause.’

¢ And how long will you be away ?’

‘A weck should see me back here again;

“ 0
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ten days at the latest. I shall cross by the
first boat to-morrow and travel down by the
Sud Express. I shall, therefore, be in Madrid
on Sunday morning. You can picture me on
Sunday morning as you are going to church.’

¢ I shall be lonely without you,” she answered
sadly. . :

“You will appreciate me more on my return,’
he replied cheerfully. ‘And now I must.go
and see about my packing.’

His intention was to take only a kit bag
with him, and when he had packed this he
made his way to his study and sat down to
write his letter to Inez. He told her of his
intention to leave that night, and of the great
deeds he hoped® to accomplish. He said
nothing, however, concerning his surmises
about Alfonso y Ribiera. Then bidding her
wait in patience, and hope for the best, he’
signed his name and placed the letter in its
envelope.

‘Now for one mere visit to the grotto;” he
muttered, as he rose from his chair. ¢TI trust
it may be as successful as its predecessors.’

He thereupon left the house and set off for
the bridge. Fate again favoured him, for
when he reached it he found that he had the
road to himself. He passed the grille safely
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and made his way up the stream as he had
done on previous occasions. So far as he could
see no one was about and he was permitted to
climb the hill and to enter the temple un-
molested. He opened the panel and stepped
inside, hoping against hope that he might find
a letter lying upon the steps for him. He
struck a match and looked about him, but
much to his disappointment he could not dis-
cover one. He deposited his own on the floor
below and was about to leave again when a
sweet voice called him by name. His heart
leaped at the sound, and scarcely able to believe
his good fortune he hastened down the steps.
Inez was standing waiting for him, a ray of the
“sunlight {rom the hole in the roof falling upon
her and lighting up her beautiful face.
‘T had no idea you would come,” said Jack.

. “Monsieur d’Alvaro has gone into lunch and
I managed to slip out,” she answered. ‘But
I must not remain long. Last night I was so
frightened on your account. More than once
I thought I heard a noise, and I feared lest
you should be discovered. You tell me that
you have important news and that my brother
is in Madrid? What is to be done ?’

‘I leave for Madrid to-night,’” Jack answered.
‘There is no time to lose.’
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She stared at him in as much amazement as
his sister had done. '

‘You are going to Madrid ?’ she echoed.
“Oh, Mr. Trowbridge, do you mean that ?’

‘T do most certainly mean it,” Jack replied.
‘I shall be in that city within forty-eight hours
of leaving London. Then, if all goes well, I
shall find your brother and plead with him.”’

‘Heaven grant that he may listen to you!’
she said, raising her clasped hands as if in
entreaty to Providence. ¢I shall pray for you
night and morning while you are gone: Syrely
Heaven should hear my prayers ?’

‘There is one question I must put to you
before I leave you,” said Jack. ‘With whom
would your brother be likely to stay while irr -
that city? Does he know any old friend of
your father’s there who would be of the same
way of thinking in political matters and who
would take him in?’

She thought for a feW moments, pacing up
and down the grotto as she did so.

‘Yes, there is one man,’ she answered at last.
¢A doctor named Morento, who was a great
friend of my father’s, and who my brother
would certainly visit, even if he did not actually
reside in his house. But whether he would
give you Manuel’s address, or tell you any-
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thing of him, is quite another matter. Re-
member, Mr. Trowbridge, what I have told
you about them, and reflect what you are
doing. If anything were to happen to you,
your sister would never forgive me, and I
should never forgive myself.’

‘Nothing will happen to me,’ he replied.
“While T am working for you fate will be on
my side, and { am not afraid of any man.’

She shook her head sadly.

‘You are too brave,” she said. ‘And now I
must go.- I am hindering you, and you must
have much to do before you start, and I am
increasing your danger. You received the
letter for Manuel and also the portrait I sent
you of him ?’

1 did,” Jack replied, ‘and I feel that it must
be a good likeness. I am quite sure if I see
him I shall recognise him by it.’

Jack made a note of Dr. Morento’s name
and address, and when he had replaced his
pooket-book an awkward pause ensued. He
had one request to make, and he did not quite
know how to put it to her. He therefore
stood before her, as bashful as a schoolboy in
his first love-affair.

‘Miss de Montalva,’” he said at last, ‘before
I go I've got a request I want to make to
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you. I don’t know whether you will deem
me impertinent for asking it, but I trust you
will not.’

‘It would go hard if I were to deem you
impertinent after all you have done for me,’
she answered. ‘Tell me what your request is
and I will tell you whether I can grant it. It
is impossible for me to do so before I know.”

There was a little twinkle of amusement, in
her eyes which gave him courage.

*I want you to give me some little talisman,’
he said, ‘to take with me to bring me luck in
my mission. You do not know how I shall
value it, even the least trifle.’

‘You are worth more than a trifle,’ she
returned. ‘If yon think it will bring you luck
I will willingly give you something.’

She took from the second finger of her left
hand a quaint old signet ring that Jack had
noticed on previous occasions.

‘Take this,” she said. ‘It has been in our
famlly for many years, and I have worn it ewer
since I have worn jewellery of any kind.’

Jack took it and placed it upon his little
finger. It would have fitted no other.

“When I return,’ he said, ‘it shall be restored
to you. In the meantime I will wear it night
and day.’
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They passed up the stome stairs together,
and when the panel had been removed made
their way into the temple.

‘I must make sure that the coast is clear,’
Jack remarked. ‘We mustn’t be caught here
on this our last day together.’

He stepped to the door of the temple and
laoked out. Then he turned and sprang back
to Inez’s side,

*The German keeper is coming up the hill,’
he said. ‘He must find you alone. Seat
yourself here with your book. I will conceal
mysclf until he has gone. Good-bye!’

¢ Good-bye, and may the saints be with you !’

‘Jack stepped inside and closed the panel
after him. He was anxious to hear what the
man would say. Two or three minutes elapsed
before he made his appearance, and when he
did he was out of breath.

“Ah, here you are, my lady,” he said. *“I
have been hunting for yott everywhere. Herr
d’Alvaro desires to speak with you at once.
He told me to fetch you.’

‘If you had come up here first you would
have found me,’ Inez replied haughtily. ¢You
know that this is my favourite spot.’

T know that it is a long climb,’ retorted the
man, in a surly tone.
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‘Well, we will'not bandy words,” the girl
answered. ‘Take me to Herr d’Alvaro.’

They lefi the temple together, and after
giving them a few minutes Jack followed their
example. No accident marred his walk to the
bridge. He replaced the friendly grille with-
out being observed, and then set off upon his
walk across the meadows.

At ten minutes to mldmght that night J ack
left Great Brackford in the mail-train on his
way to London. The most important journey

of his otherwise quiet life had commenced.
What would the end be ?
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CHAPTER XII

Or one thing T am quite sure, and that is that
Jack Trowbridge will remember the journey
to Spain as long as he can recollect anything.
He reached London at two o'clock in the
morning, and left Charing Cross for Dover at
nine o’clock. He had a smooth passage across
the Channel, and a pleasant journey to Paris.
It was not, however, until he found himself
in the Sud Express, roaring away south, that
he felt that he was making any real headway.
As the train sped on its way he was able to
devote plenty of time to thinking over what
he should do when he reached the Spanish
capital. It was then that he felt he would
haye given anything had he learnt the lan-
guage of the country. As, however, he was
not conversant with it, he knew that he would
have to rely upon his wits to help him as far
as possible. For obvious reasons he could not
employ an interpreter, and yet how he was to
make himself understood without one—for he
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would have to ask many questions—he could
not quite understand.

As the journey advanced, his impatience
increased with it. 'When he turned into his
bunk, it was not to sleep. The gentle rocking
of the train did not soothe him; it made him
only the more anxious to get on. And when
at last they reached the border and were
turned out to have their baggage inspected,
and to take their places on another train, he
could have poured an anathema on the whole
system of railway travelling. Right,glad was
he to at last find himself in the ancient Spanish
capital.

Leaving the station he made his way to an
hotel, which had been recommended to him by.
a man in London, who was well acquainted
with Madrid, and upon whom he had paid an
unceremonious visit in the few hours he had had
at his disposal before proceeding to Charing
Cross. It was a comfortable, almost luxurious,
abiding-place, and he felt that it would spit
him very well for the short time he was to
spend in the capital.

Immediately on arrival there he had a bath,
a proceeding which seemed to cause the man
who attended him a considerable amount of
astonishment, and then ordered breakfast.
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That meal over, he donned his hat and went
out to inspect the city. He was anxious to
get a general idea of his surroundings before
proceeding to business, and he could not have
chosen a better time than this warm Sunday
morning. As he walked along the streets he
watched the passers-by, but among all the
daughters of Old Spain that he encountered,
he could not find one so beautiful as the lonely
girl he had left behind in England.

By the time he returned to the hotel he
had taken in something of the city, and was
eager to know more of it. His next move
must be to discover the street in which Dr.
Morento had his abode, and then to endeavour
to find out whether the unfortunate young
Montalva was residing with him.

When he had made the nearest approach to
lunch the hotel was able to afford him, Jack
lit a cigar, preparatory to setting out on his
errand. Before doing so, however, he was
anxious to wmake some inquiries as to the
locality in which the street in question was
situated. He trjed one of his neighbours in
English and French and German, but failed
to elicit a response. He discovered later that
the man was Italian and could speak Spanish
fluently. He tried another, but this individual
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only bowed profoundly, with his hand upon his
stomach, and answered in the best Castilian.
Eventually he left the hotel, determined to
try his luck in the streets.

Leaving the thoroughfare in which his hotel
was situated, he turned into the Puerta del
Sol, at one time the Kastern Gate upon which
the rising sun shone. This was the centre of
the city, and Jack felt that it should be the
starting-place for any inquiry he might care
to make.

During the afternoon a famous bull-fight
was to take place at the bull-ring which, as
any one who has visited Madrid knows, is
situated outside the city on the road leading
to Genta del Espiritu Santo, and half of the
population of the city seemed to be making
its way thither. For a moment Jack felt
inclined to follow their example, but when he
remembered how precious his time was, he
determined not to do so, but instead to devote
his afternoon to the task of discovering the
whereabouts of the Calle del Guadiana, in
which Dr. Morento had his, abode. Bowing
politely, he stopped more than one pedestrian
and inquired of him whether he was familiar
with the place. To the answers they gave
him, however, he could attach no importance,
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since, without exception, they were given in
Spanish. Fate, however, did not forsake him.

He had reached the corner of the Caille
Montera, and was wondering as to what he
should do next, when he saw coming towards
him a stout, genial-looking gentleman, whom,
by some strange reasoning, his instinct told
him was an Englishman. He approached him,
raising his hat as he did so.

‘I hope you will excuse me for stopping
you,’ said Jack, ‘but I feel sure that you are
an Englishman.’

The stranger smiled pleasantly and nodded.

‘I don’t know why you should think so,” he
answered. ‘I don’t mind confessing, however,
that I am. I am a Londoner—a Cockney, if
you like. You are a stranger in Madrid, I
presume ? Can I be of any service to you?’

{You can be of great service, if you will,’
Jack replied. ‘I have heen questioning all
sorts of people within the last hour in the
hopz of being able to discover where the Calle
del Guadiana is situated. No one seems to
know, however; or, if they do know, they
have such a lot to say about it, that I find
it hopeless to try and make head or tail of
their directions.’

‘The Calle del Guadiana,’” said the other
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reflectively. ‘Let me see now. I am not
quite sure that I know myself. However, I
have a very good friend down here, if you will
accompany me, who, I am quite sure, will be
able to set us right.’

Jack apologised for troubling him, and then
followed him to a tobacconist’s:in a neighbour-
ing street. The proprietor was in the act ‘of
starting for the bull-fight, but he had still
sufficient time left to give the information
asked for. Jack’s new acquaintance translated
it, and then explained how it would ke possible
for him to reach the locality about which he
was inquiring. In order that there should be
no mistake, the proprietor wrote it down and
assured him that if he were to show it to any
cabman or tram conductor, it would enable
him to reach his destination. Jack was pro-
fuse in his thanks, particularly to the Englich-
man, who was loth, to let him depart. He
handed him his card, from which it would
appear that his name was Tollington, and
that he was a merchant in the Carrera Fan
Geronimo. He stated also that if he could
be of any further assistance, he would be only
too glad to do all that lay in his power.

‘I shall hope to avail myself of your kind-
ness, Jack replied. ‘I am here for a weck,
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and, as you have seen for yourself, I am
ignorant of the Spanish language.’

Then Jack bade him farewell, and set out at
a smart pace for the residence of the doctor.

Now the Calle del Guadiana, while being
doubtless highly respectable, was in no sense
imposing. The.houses it contained were plainly
tiose of ~middle-class people. Inez had in-
forpned him that Dr. Morento’s was the fifth
house on the right-hand side, but now he was
confronted with the question as to which she
considered the right-hand side. If it were the
fifth house on the right-hand side coming from
the city, then he was exactly opposite it, but
if its location was to be judged when entering
from the suburbs, then it was on the opposite
side, and at the further end. While he was
making up his mind as to what he should do,
a jolly old priest emerged from one of the
houses and came along the pavement towards
him. He accosted him in French, and put the
necessary questions to him. By good fortune,
it happened that he was acquainted with the
"residence of the doctor. If monsieur would
follow the street along, he would find it on
the left-hand side and a few doors from the
end. He would know it, because there was
a lamp-post exactly opposite the door, and
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also because the shutters were painted a
dark red. Jack thanked him and passed on
again.

Before he reached the house in questlon,
he took the precaution of crossing the street,
and when he found himself opposite it, he did
not stand still and examine it but passed on
until he came to the end of the street. Loiter-
ing there, he was able to give it sufficient
attention for his requirements. It was no
more imposing than its neighbours, even
though it held so great an interest for him.
It was a square building of the typical Madrid
order, and gave evidence of no particular
wealth on the part of its owner. While he
was watching it, an elderly, grey-haired man,
who walked with a stick, and who might have
been anything between sixty and seventy years
of age, came out and hobbled away along the
pavement in the direction whence Jack had
come.

Jack immediately crossed the street andrset
off in pursuit. Before he came up to him,
however, he had changed his mind, and from
that moment he kept a respectable distance
between himself and the man he was following.
When he reached the corner of the next street
he gave up the pursuit, and returned leisurely
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to his hotel. An idea had suddenly occurred
to him, which he thought might be worth
putting into practice.

For the rest of the day he amused himself
as best he could, wandering about the city,
and keeping his eyes always open for a glimpse
of the youth he was so anxious to find. Itis
needless to say that his task was unsuccessful.

When he retired to rest that night, he had
to confess to himself that, while he had not
altogether failed to discover any clue, he had
made but small progress. From what he had
heard, the city was already in a ferment con-
cerning the arrival of Alfonso y Ribiera. The
authorities were taking extraordinary precau-
tions, yet no one seemed to know exactly what
had happened. There was an uneasy feeling
abroad that did not speak very highly of the
Goneral’s popularity with the inhabitants of
Madrid.

Next morning, when he left his hotel, Jack
made his way to Mr. Tollington’s oftice. Early
as the hour was he found his friend of the
previous day already seated at his writing-
table. The latter rose to greet him, and
seemed pleased to renew the acquaintance.

‘In what way can I be of service to you?’
Tollington inquired, when he had shaken hands.

N »
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“As I told you yesterday, I shall be most
happy to help you in any way I can.’

‘You are very good,” Jack replied; ‘and T
will only too gladly avail myself of the privi-
lege you offer me. If you will permit me, I
will tell you why I am here.’

‘Pray do not trouble to do that,” the mer-
chant replied politely. It is quite sufficient
for me to know that you are an‘Englishman.
Now tell me what I can do for you.’

‘I want to be introduced to Doctor Morento
of this city. I have come on behalf of a lady
whose brother deserted her; and from infor-
mation I have received, I have reason to
believe that it is just possible he may be
residing with the doctor. 1 am, however;
anxious to convince myself on that point.
How to do so I cannot tell, for the doctor
has a strong influence over him, and it is more
than likely, even if I find him, that the doctor’s
power would prevent me from getting him
back to his sister. ,To succeed, therefores it
will be necessary for me to make my way
into the doctor’s house in-a fictitious way.
The only plan I can hit upon is that I should
pretend to be ill, though I could not do that
without an interpreter.’

¢And you would like me to act in that
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capacity ?’ said the merchant. ‘Well, I see
nothing to prevent me from doing so. When
would you like to set out ?’

¢ Immediately you can conveniently arrange
to do so,” answered Jack, who was anxious to
incur no further delay.

‘Come along, then,” replied the merchant.
*We will hunt the worthy doctor up at once,
angl see wha he thinks of your constitution.
As we go along, you must tell me from what
complaint you are supposed to be suffering.’

Jack cast about him for symptoms, but the
only thing he could think of was that his head
ached—so he thought his liver must be out of
order.

‘You might say that I am nervous about
myself, and that immediately I begin to feel
ill T always see a doctor.’

.They left the office and proceeded in the
direction Jack had followed on the previous
day. It was not plain to him what benefit
he would derive from the doctor’s house, or
even from an interview with that worthy.
He, nevertheless, felt that this was the best
course to pursue.

When they reached the house, Mr. Tolling-
ton rapped sharply upon the door with the
brass knocker, and few moments later the



228 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

portal which Jack hoped stood between Manuel
de Montalva and the outside world was thrown
open by an ancient crone of the housekeeper
description, who, in answer to the merchant’s
inquiries, informed them that the doctor was
at home. She invited them to enter, and led
them to a room at the back of the house. It
was a large, sparsely-furnished apartment, in
no way remarkable for anything. There was
a writing-table, another covered with books,
another in the centre of the room, which looked
as if it might be used for the purpose of meals,
a curious Algerian settee, or, as it might be
more properly described perhaps, divan, and
a large window looking out upon a bare court-
yard. .
‘Not much of a place,” said the merchant,
as he looked round the room. ‘It does not
speak very well for the doctor’s practice.” .
As he finished speaking, the door opened,
and the little old man, whom Jack had seen
on the previous afternoon, entered. He looked
from one to the other of his visitors, as if he
did not understand who he should address first.
Eventually he selected Mr. Tollington, and
said something in Spanish. That gentleman
replied, and then turned with a low bow to
his friend. Jack gathered that an introduc-
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tion was taking place, and performed his most
polite bow.

« Some further conversation ensued after
which, by means of the interpreter, the doctor
began to question him concerning his symp-
toms. These Jack found extremely difficult,
as you may suppose, to answer.

In the room above some one was walking

impatiently up and down. Jack listened whils
the other two were talking, and felt that he
would have given something to have known
who the .individual was. It was a firm, manly
step, and whoever its owner might be it was
quite certain that he was disturbed in his
mind.
* Having finished his inquiries, the doctor
passed to his writing-table and sat down to
pen a prescription. That finished, he handed
it back to Jack, who inquired, through the
merchant, as to what spym he was indebted
to him for his attention. This having been
satisfactorily arranged, they were about to
take their leave when the door opened, and a
" tall, stalwart man, with a heavy, clean-shaven
face, and close-cropped black hair, burst im-
petuously into the room. The doctor looked
up_ angrily, but the newcomer did not take
any rotice of his scowhng countenance.
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‘Manuel and I are gcing out,’ he said, in
German. “We shall return in an hour.’

Jack had to turn his face away lest thc
expression upon it should be observed by the
doctor. Inez’s brother, then, was in the house,
for it was scarcely likely there could be another
of the same name there. He feund it difficult
to conceal his exultation. If they.were to
return in an hour, he would take good cere
to be there to meet them. He wanted to see
the lad, and be sure that he was not making
a mistake. S

The medico having grunted some almost
unintelligible answer the stranger withdrew,
and they saw no more of him. Feeling that
it would be impolitic to follow them just then,
Jack requested his companion to detain the
old gentleman in conversation a few minutes
longer. It was a dangerous thing to do, for
of course he could not tell whether the doctor
was conversant with the English language or
not. The expression upon his face, however,
was quite serene, and from this fact Jack drew
comfort. .

For upwards of ten minutes, therefore, they
continued to chat, Tollington interpreting
whenever Jack made a remark. Then they
bade the doctor farewell, and passed out into
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the street once more. Wlhen they were some
distance from the house, Tollington turned to
his companion and condoled with him upon
the failure of his errand.

‘I am far from being cast down at the
result, Jack replied. ‘I have learnt as much
as I want to know. The young man I am
after is in the house, or rather was, for I
distinctly heard that man, who spoke in Ger-
man, mention his name. They have gone out
for an hour together, and I am going to make
it my Qusiness to inspect them on their return,
in order to make sure that I am not upon the
wrong track.’

‘But how do you propose to do that?’

¢ Unfortunately, I cannot very well say,” Jack
answered. ‘The presence of the man with
him would prevent any chance of my going
up to speak to him. Between ourselves, the
‘young fellow has a lot of money, and it is
pretty well understood® that the people here-
abouts—I leave you to fill in the blanks—are
doing their best to obtain it. Naturally they

"are not anxioys that he should make the
acquaintance of strangers. I want to get
him away from them and back to his own
people.’

* “You are playing a very worthy part,” Tol-



232 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

lington answered warmly. ¢You are a member
of the family, I suppose ?’

‘I hope to marry his sister,” Jack answered, )
and that seemed to the merchant a perfectly
satisfactory reply.

For the next quarter of an hour they were
busily occupied in endeavouring to work out
some scheme by which they might entice the
German from his companion. They were not
successful, however.

By this time they had returned to the corner
of the street in which the house was situated,
and were keeping a sharp lookout for the two
men. They had been absent for upwards of
an hour, and now, according to the German'’s
promise, it was time for them to return. It
was not, however, until another fifteen minutes
had elapsed that Jack spied them a hundred
yards or so down the street.

‘There they are,” he said to his compamon,
and as he spoke the "elder man entered the
building before which they were standing.

‘Come along as quickly as you can,’ cried
Jack, in a fever of excitement. ¢The German
has gone into that house, and I may be in time
to obtain an interview with his companion
before he comes out.’

He hastened forward at such a speed that
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the stout little merchant foynd it extremely
difficult to keep up with him. As they hurried
along, Jack implored him to enter the building,
whatever it might be (it proved to be a wine-
shop), and engage the man in conversation,
while he delivered the letter from Inez, and
one he had written himself, which he had
Ltought with him. Although his companion
did ,not speak German, he gladly consented
to do what he could, and on reaching the door
of the wine-shop he hastened into it. Mean-
while Jack had been able to obtain a good
view of the younger man’s face. There was
no need for him to look twice in order to recog-
nise the fact that he was standing beside the
oxiginal of the portrait he carried in his pocket.
He would have known him anywhere, if only
from his likeness to his sister. It was a fine
face, with curious, deep-set eyes, that were
without doubt those of a fanatic. A student
of the human countenance would have declared
tha} the youth would follow anything he might
take up with a zeal that nothing could destroy.

“When Tollingtop had disappeared into the
shop Jack made his way up to the young
man.

“Your name is Manuel de Montalva, is it
not *’ he began.
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The other thok a Q*’cep or two back in
surprise.

‘What ‘makes you say that?’ he asked
hurriedly, as if he were afraid of passers-by
hearing him.

‘My name is Trowbridge,” Jack remarked,
‘and I have come to you from vour sister, who
is in England.’ As he spoke he produced from
his pocket the two letters. ‘Look here,” he gon-
tinued, ‘T want you to read these. Your sister
is in great distress about you, and I believe I
am her only friend. I have travelled as fast as
possible from London in order to find you.’

He paused and looked anxiously into the
other’s face.

‘You have come from my sister,’ said the
young man, very slowly. ‘How did she know
where to send you ?’

‘I found out that for myself. Until I told
her, she had no idea where you were, upon my
honour. Mr. de Montalva, you have not the
least notion of her sufferings on your bekalf.
For Heaven's sake try to believe that I am
your friend. I am not going to trespass info
your private affairs more than I can help, but
whatever it is you are going to do, think of
her. Will you read those letters and then
communicate with me ?’
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Jack furnished hisn with ;the name of his
hotel.

‘I will read them,” replied the unhappy
young man. ‘Does D’Alvaro know that you
have come to me?’

He shuddered as he mentioned the name.
and then glanced fearfully around as if he were
afraid some third party might have heard it.

éNo,’ Jack answered; ‘he knows nothing
about it. He is keeping syour sister a close
prisoner within a few miles from my house,
and it was only by the barest chance that I
was able to help her. Will you promise that
you will read those letters and communicate
with me when you have done so?’

‘I give you my word,’ the young man
answered. ¢ You must not attempt to see me
any more, however. I am closely watched.
Farewell. If you have been good to my sister
then I will add, if you will listen to one so vile
as I, may Heaven bless you!’

With a heavy heart Jack left him and walked
a few paces down the street, where he was
presently joined by Tollington.

¢You saw him ?’ inquired the latter.

¢Yes, and handed him the letters concerning
which I told you. Now, let us get back to the
hotel. You had better lunch with me. I
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cannot thank yoy enough' for the kindness you
have shown to me.’ f

They lunched together, and after the meal
went into the courtyard of the hotel to smoke.
They had scarcely come to the end of their
cigars when the manager of the hotel passed
them with a scared expression upon his face.
In his hand he carried a newspaper fresh from
the press. There was a general *stir amonpst
the little group clustered about the yard, and
it was evident that something serious had
occurred. .

“What is the matter ?’ Jack inquired of his
companion, who left him and interrogated the
manager.

‘Terrible news,’s said Tollington, when hé
returned. ‘General y Ribiera has been assas-
sinated at Cordova, and his murderer has shot
himself in the street !’
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CHAPTER XIII

‘Grear Scott,, man!’ cried Tollington, as he
‘Saw the look that had suddenly appeared on
his companior’s face. ‘What on earth is the
matter? Are you feeling i4?’

‘TI1? No, not I, answered Jack, who felt
as if he must be in a dream. ‘Tell me again
what the news is ?’

Tollington regarded him anxiously before he
reiterated his tale. There was that in his
friend’s face which he could not understand.

‘I have told you that General y Ribiera,
who has just been appointed Minister for War,
has been assassinated at Cordova.’

“But is it true? Are you quite sure that it
can be relied upon? In Heaven’s name do not
make any mistake !’

‘Hush!” said Tollington, looking anxiously
about him. ¢ You.must not talk like that here.
You do not know what you are saying. If
people heard you they might go as far as to
declare that you knew something of the
matter.’
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‘Then they’d make a blg mistake,” answered
Jack. Then to hlmselfv he added: ‘Ribiera
dead! I can’t believe it. It seems too greab
a relief. If it is true Manuel is free; Inez's
brother is guiltless of one of the greatest
crimes of the century !’

He walked a few paces from his companion.
As he declared in confidence some time after-
wards, he felt as if he were going to make
an idiot of himseif, though in what way he
proposed to do it he did not say.

The effect of the news upon the inhabitants
of Madrid was extraordinary. Crowds paraded
the streets, and later in the evening it became
necessary to call out the military to reinforce
the police. The latest news of the tragic story
was eagerly devoured, and, strange to relate,
no one seemed to pity the dead man,

‘This is already known in England,’ said
Jack to himself, and he wondered what effect it
would have upon I’Alvaro. He also wondered
what the unhappy young man to whom he had
spoken that morning thought of it.

Late that night a letter was brought to him.
The servant who handed it to him could not
say by whose hand it had come. The envelope
was a large one, and it was evident to Jack that
it contained another enclosure. He could
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guess the identity of the writer before he
opened it. When hefdid so he discovered an
opvelope sealed and addressed to Inez Montalva,
and another with his name upon it. Placing
the former in his pocket he opened the latter.
It was not a long letter, but Jack thought it
the most pitiful he had ever read.

‘By this time,” said the writer, ‘you must
‘havg heard the news. How much you know I
'cannot tell, nor can it interest me. To-night I
leave Madrid, and after to-morrow the world
and I will know each other no more. I am
entering a religious house, a thing which I
should hcwe done some years ago had it been
possible. I enclose a letter for my sister,
which I beg you will give her. For the future
let her regard me as a dead man, as I should
have been in a few days’ time had not some-
thing quite unforeseen taken place. She has
told me of the kindness you have shown her.
I thank you from the bottom of my heart.
Bear in mind that, from this moment, Inez is
free! D'Alvaro dares not detain her. Heaven
grant her happiness! Pray for me.’

There was no signature, and there was no
need for oneé.

And so, after all the storm and stress of his
youdg life, Manuel had decided to enter a
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religious house. Jack fe\‘t in his heart of hearts
that he could not have done better. Without
doubt, he had come perilously near the perpe-
tration of a great crime, and Providence, in the
shape of a miserable wretch, who, so it appeared
later, was not in his right senses, and therefore
could not be held accountable for the act, had
stepped in at the last moment and had saved
him. Whatever other people’s opinion iay
be—and Jack has his—mine is, that young
Manuel never intended to commit the crime,
but that he would have taken his own life first.
I know his sister, and it may be that { am a
prejudiced judge, but I think not.

L'ENVOI

How Jack reached England, I am of opinion |
he could not tell you. By the time he arrived
at Paris he felt that he had been half-way
round the world, and T have heard it said that
when he found that the Calais boat was w0t
likely to run up to time on account of the
rough sea in the English Channel, his language
was not at all what might have been expected
from the churchwarden of his parish. Event-
ually he arrived in London, where, owing to the
lateness of the hour, he was compelled to ‘pass
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the night. For some time he had serious
thoughts of chartering a special train down to
Great Brackford, but he realised that even if
he did so it would not be *possible for him to
see Inez any sooner. He accordingly went
down by the early morning express.

Beautiful as.was France, and fair as he had
found old Spain, he experienced inexpressible
deljght in the charming KHnglish country
through which he was sb quickly passing.
Every mile, he told himself, that the engine
dropped behind it was bringing him closer to
the woman he had learned to love so fondly.
On his arrival at Great Brackford he found
the dogecart for which he had telegraphed
awaiting his coming. His groom touched his
hat, and informed him in reply to his inquiries
that Miss Dorothy was quite well, that the
grey mare was no longer lame, and that the
pointer, Topsy, had a fine litter of pups, which
promised to be as good as their father and
mother. .

Jack took his seat and was soon bowling
along on his homeward way. He passed
through the town, and crossed the bridge near
which the road branched off to the Castle.
He was just approaching the road in question,
when he became aware of a carriage which had

Q
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turned the corner and was coming towards
him at a rapid rate. Very much to his sur-
prise, as it drew ncarer, he made out the tall
form of the superintendent of police upon the
box. He held up his hand that he intended to
stop, and the driver immediately pulled up.
Jack did likewise, and his groom alighted and
went to the horse’s head. Then Jack descended
and walked to the footpath where the super-
intendent was awaiting his coming.

¢ Good-morning, Mr. Goodthought,” he said.
‘T had intended stopping at the station on my
way through to hear if you have heard any-
thing concerning my friend, Mr. Ormby, but I
was in a hurry to get home. May I ask if you
have had any success ?’

‘Lor’ bless you, sir, haven't you heard the
news?’ the officer replied.

‘I have heard nothing at all,” Jack answered.
¢ What has happened 2’

‘Just take a glance into that cab, sir,” said
the man, ‘and I thipk you will see something
you didn’t expect to see there.’

Jack looked and, to his surprise, saw
D’Alvaro and the German keeper sitting be-
side two men whom he did not recognise.

‘Why, surely that is my tenant,’” he said,
‘ Monsieur d’Alvaro, at the Castle ?’ ’
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‘Yes, sir, your tenant, and one of the most
notorious Anarchists in Europe. Those gentle-
men with him are Scotland Yard detectives,
and they have just arrested him and his
confederate. It appears that there is an
extradition warrant out against them by the
French police, and they will probably be

.brought up at Bow Street to-morrow morning,
There were two or three others they wanted
to catch at the Castle, but omehow or another
they 've made their escape.’

“This _is extraordinary intelligence,” Jack
remarked, feeling that he must say something.
‘ But what about Mr. Ormby %’

¢ Bless you, sir, Mr. Ormby was found at the
Castle, returned the other. ¢While we’ve
been looking for him all round the countryside,
he’s been kept locked up by this Mr. Carlitz,
or, as he calls himself down here, D’Alvaro.’

¢ And the young lady who is supposed to be
his ward?’ Jack inquired, with a little falter
inehis voice. ¢What has become of her?’

“Well, it appears, sir, that she went away
with Mr. Ormby, and I think they are at your
house now. A sweet, pretty young thing—

Much to the officer’s astonishment Jack
waited to hear no more, but made for his dog-
carf, and mounting to the box-seat drove off
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down the road at a pace that should have got
him into considerable trouble had the police
been doing their duty. He scarcely waited
for the gates to be opened before he was
rattling up the drive, and so fast had his
groom to run that, had he not been an excep-
tionally good sprinter, he would not have been
in time to take the horse to the stables before
his master had entered the house.* Fre he had
rung the bell Dot was on the doorstep, with
Jim, looking just the same as ever, beside her.
Of Inez he saw nothing.

“Oh, J ack, you don’t know how glad' I am
to see you,” said his sister, as he kissed her.
‘We’ve been through so much to-day, and I ’
the happiest girl in England

Then she broke down completely and retired
into the drawing-room, leaving her brother free
to shake hands with his friend. This he did
until it seemed as if their wrists must snap. I
fancy neither of them had known how fond
they were of each other until that moment.
Then Jack made his way into the drawing-
room in search of his sister.

‘Dot,’ he said, ‘ where is Inez?’

¢ Upstairs, Dot replied. ‘Poor girl, she
has been through a great deal, and I persuaded
her to go and lie down for a while. She does
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not know of your arrival, or ;you may be sure
she would have beon down to help receive
you.’

She had scarcely finished speaking before
the door opened and Inez herself entered the
room. On sceing Jack she gave a little ery
of astonishment, and her face turned deadly
white, as if she feared what news she might
rcdeive. Dot went forward and placed her
arm round her waist and kissed her. Then
she left the room, so that they might be alone
togethcr. When the door had closed behind
her, Inez took a step forward. Her lips
vrembled, and her beautiful eyes filled with
tears as she put the question.

‘What news — what ntws have you for
me ?’

Jack took her hand and led her to a seat.
«Sit down,’ he said, ‘and I will tell you. The
news I bring you is good or bad as you may
consider it. For my part, I am convinced
that you will deem it good. Heaven knows,
it might have been much worse.’

“Then you found my brother? O, tell me
about him! You cannot dream how I hunger
for your intelligence.’

Thereupon Jack set to work and told her
everything just as it had occurred. He did

2Q



246 THE LEAGUE OF TWELVE

not even hide from her the name of the man
whom he had the best of .reasons for believing
poor Manuel had been deputed to kill.

‘So you see,” he %aid, in conclusion, ‘your
brother was saved, though I cannot think for
a moment that he would have committed the
deed’

Then he handed her the letter whxch had
been entrusted to his care.

“Let Dorothy take you to your room, S&ld
Jack, ‘and you can read it there in peace.
Afterwards we can talk it over, and then I
am ready to act as you may wish me to do.’

He went to the door and called his sister, and
when she came requested her to conduct Inez
to her room. They went upstairs together, and
presently Dot returned with the intelligence
that Inez preferred to be alone for a time.

¢And now, where is Jim?’ Jack inquired.
‘T must see him and hear his story. You are
happy, little woman ?’

She looked at him with a light he had never
seen in her eyes before. )

‘Happy ?’ she cried. ‘How could I be
anything else? I thought he was dead, and
he has been given back to me. I think I am
the happiest woman on earth to-day!’

‘Then kindly go and bring that lover of
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yours to me,’ said her brother, opening the
door for her. ‘I am anxious to have another
look at him.’

She left the room to return a few moments
later with Jim Ormby.

‘Jim, Jim !’ said Jack, as the pair seated
themselves on a settee opposite him. “You
don’t know what trouble and misery you have
ceused me. °For mercy’s sake tell me what it
all means! For my part I can make neither
head nor tail of it.’

‘Unfortunately I can,’ the other replied,
‘and I’ve had to pay for my experience.
There isn’t very much to tell, but what there
is I'll make a clean breast of. You may
remember that when we left the 'Varsity I
went abroad, and pottered about Europe for
a couple of years. Six months of that time
T gpent in St. Petersburg, and another three
in Moscow. In the former place, I ran across a
man named Carlitz, who, I understand, is the’
individual you know as D’Alvaro. Iwas warned
against him, as it was said that he was a
well-known conspirator, and a member of I don’t
know how many secret societies. But I had
taken rather a fancy to the fellow, perhaps
on account of his curious ideas, and I did not
feel inclined to give him the cold shoulder.
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‘

When I met him again in Moscow he tried
to convert me to his ovn way of thinking,

and I fancy told me a little more than he
intended to do. After that I heard that he
had suffered a term of imprisonment in an
Austrian gaol. On the night that I dined
here and proposed to Dot, I.drove home.
You had told me that you had let the Castle,

but I had no ldea that your tenant was my
old Russian acqualntance You may imagine
my surprise, therefore, when, just before 1
rcached my own gates, I saw Carlitz step out
of the shadow and look up at me. He asked
if he might speak to me for a few moments,
and I accordingly descended from the cart
and bade my groow take it home. Then we
walked down the road together. We had
reached the small clump of trees by the pond,
and Carlitz was in the act of describing to
me his sufferings in the Austrian prison, when
"something was clapped over my head, my arms
were seized, and I found myself a prisoner,
incapable of doing anything to help myself.
Presently I was picked up ahd placed in some
sort of vehicle which carried me off—in which
direction I couldn’t say. When I was released
again I found to my amazement that I was in a
room in your house, or perhaps, I should say in
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the Castle. The windows were securely barred,
and I found that escape was® impossible. In
spite of my surprise, I could instantly under-
stand the reason of it all., There could be no
doubt. that Carlitz had seen me somewhere
on the day of his arrival—as a matter of fact
I had been into town—he must have felt
assured in his own mind that I should give
information ¢o the police, for we had had a
desperate quarrel at our st meeting. He
therefore planned and carried out a scheme
for trapping me. I didnt know what you
would ' think of me, and I could very well
imagine the agonies Dot would suffer. How-
ever, here I am now, as jolly as a sand-boy,
while Carlitz and his chief lieutenant are on
their way to receive their deserts.’

Inez did not make her appearance at lunch,
but later in the afternoon she sent word by
Dot that she would see Jack, if he would come
up to his sister’s sitting-rdom. :

‘Be gentle with her, said Dot, as they
approached the room together, ‘for she is
very sad at heart. I do not know what is
the matter with her, but you do. And, Jack’
—here she sank her voice to a whisper—‘I
really believe that you are the only person in
the*world who can comfort her.’
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Jack did not reply to her, but made his way
down the corridor towards the sitting-room.
He opened’ the door softly and looked inside.
Inez was seated at the further end of the room,
but immediately she saw him she rose.

‘I wanted to see you,” she began, almost
diffidently. ¢You know what my brother has
done. 'Will you read his letter ?’

Jack paused for a moment.

‘Do you wish nte to do so?’ he asked.

‘T would rather you did,’ she said. I
should not wish you to misjudge him. Poor
boy, he only acted according to his light.’

She handed him the letter and he took it
to the window and read it. It was a sad
epistle and touched him to the heart. Feading
between the lines he could see that the young
fellow really believed in the standard he had
set up for himself. He did not speak of the
terrible mission that had been entrusted to
him, but threw out certain inferences that
were unmistakable. He spoke about his future
and the fate he had chosen for himself.

‘Had I been given my ahoice,” he averred
again, ‘in years gone by, I should have taken
the vows I am now taking, and I should then
have known nothing of the misery I am now
experiencing.’ '
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Jack turned the page and was about to
continue his reading, when ghe stopped him
and bade him give her the letter.

‘Why will you not lgt me see it?’ he
inquired.

‘I beg that you will give me the letter,” she
entreated. And without another word he
handed it to her.

The same silence that had fallen upon them
before in the grotto now fook possession of
them., Then Jack took off the ring she had
given hiip and handed it to her.

‘I promised to return you this,” he said,
‘when I should have found your brother.’

‘You will not keep it?’ and her voice
ttembled as she put the question.

*Only on one consideration,” he answered.

“And what is that?’

. *That you will allow me to replace it with
another. Inez, you know that I love you!
I have tried to prove it. Will you be my-
wifed’ .

“Yours or no other man’s !’ she whispered.

Carlitz, alias D’ Alvaro,and his first lieutenant
were extradited by the Russian police, and
are now doing a life-sentence in the mines of
Sileria. I have not heard of any one who
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regretted their fate, though it is possible they
may have friends'somewhere.

Manuel de Montalva met his death in a
most heroic way, after nursing a case of
diphtheria, within a year of his entering the
monastery. It is said that he was beloved
by all from the Father Superior downwands.

But to return to happier topies. Jack and
Inez are now hvmg at the Castle, and next
week I go down to stand as godfather at thelr
son and heir’s christening. Jim Ormby and
Dot live at the Croft, and both houses are
said to contain the happiest couples in England.
As a confirmed old bachelor I, of course, don’t
believe it, but as you, my g gentle reader, will
probably observe, sthat is nelther hele nor
there. '

THE END

Edinburgh : Printed by ﬁ and A. CONSTABLE,
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